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    Chapter 1: One Man's Trash... 

    
      © Webnovel

    There I was. The spitting image of professionalism. I was that guy out there - you know that guy. The one you'd see swaggering down the street, walking all cool-like, making you turn your head as he passes and go like, "Damn man, that guy slick as hell."

    Yeah, that was me. Brand new suit, combed, waxed hair, my chest puffing out like bread in the oven, or whatever the hell the metaphor was.

    The streets of this bustling city have never seen a more cooler person than I that day.

    Alone in my room, the night before, rummaging through emails before calling it a night, that was when I struck bronze, silver, and gold. Now there I was, ready to claim my prize.

    I smacked my lips, took in the sweet smell of pollution, and practiced the speech I've rehearsed tirelessly in front of the mirror this morning.

    "Ever since I was a young boy, your company was the first and only option I've ever wanted to work for. I would dream endlessly about the day I would walk into your doors and…"

    Flawless. Absolutely perfect. What could possibly go wrong?

    Everything. Everything could absolutely go wrong and it did.

    I walked into the wrong goddamn building apparently. Whoopsie-do. The stare that that receptionist gave me was not something I would like to relive ever again.

    After that, I stepped into a puddle on my way to the correct building. I had to use the stupid hand dryer in the male's toilet to dry off my jeans afterward. Guess who I had to ask, my shoes and pant-leg soaked in road gloop for directions to the bathroom? Yes, that building's receptionist.

    I practically felt the silent judgment radiating off of her as I huddled back over to the counter to ask about my appointment for the job interview.

    Oh, what's that? Wrong building again? FOR THE LOVE OF -

    Okay, I know I'm new to town, ol' little country boy me won't get used to the customs until later on, but why the hell would you build three similar-looking buildings on the same freaking address?!

    Fire your architects!

    Alright, whatever, I got the correct building this time. Nothing else could possibly backfire on me, right?

    Wrong, said God, roaring with laughter at my misery like the big bully in the clouds he is.

    "I'm - I'm here… for..." I wheezed. "I'm here for an interview. My name is - "

    "You missed it. Have a nice day."

    At least receptionist #3 was nice about it.

    And then, seemingly as a last cruel joke from the righteous devil above, it started to drizzle on my slow, gloomy trudge home.

    Just like that, all essence of my haughty bravado was cleansed by the pouring rain. Bye-bye hair wax, we had a nice run together even if I absolutely did despise your overpowering stench. Bye-bye rental suit, the shop I got you from will have a fun time wondering as to why you're soaked and smell like mud when I return you tomorrow.

    Wait, I'll get billed for that, won't I? Shit.

    But, hey, if I have been crying, which I wasn't, honest. The rain at least provided good cover to hide the fact. Again, just to reaffirm, wasn't crying, not today, not ever, serious. Okay, maybe a sniffle here and there, but no tears.

    Just as my misery was starting to reach its peak, a huge crashing noise erupting from a nearby alley came in time to drive me away from the increasingly tempting thought to sell my kidney at the black market to net some profit.

    Stupid rat, I thought, walking past the narrow alleyway, but another ruffling noise stopped me in my tracks again. That was when an empty, folded tin can hit me in the face.

    Okay, now it's a stupid dead rat.

    I picked up the can and walked into the alley, all the while muttering silent profanities at my dwindling luck. Saw one of those huge green rusted metal dumpsters at the side, so I took the can, got into a stance, and did my best Michael Jordan impression.

    In it went, any second I anticipated the sweet satisfying sound of clattering metal as it hit the bottom to emerge, but it didn't. I heard a dull thud instead.

    "Ow."

    And an 'ow.'

    "Who goes there?!"

    Then also a 'Who goes there?!' but now I'm just getting privy with the details.

    Like a rabbit appearing from a magician's hat, a woman's head popped out from the garbage flap.

    Naturally, I was left staring away in surprise. Not everyday you see a woman's face with a banana peel clinging atop her head, staring at you from the garbage bin, especially when said face had a rather prominent frown plastered on her lips.

    I attempted to blink back my shock.

    "You're a pretty big rat," I said.

    "Huh?"

    "Never mind."

    Surprisingly the only thing stranger than the encounter was her appearance. Her face was lined with sharp, sleek edges and her eyes gleamed like green gems. She was also paler than most people I've met and her hair was colored a stark, pure white.

    Young, maybe around my age it looked like, but quite possibly the strangest thing about her was the odd shape of her ears. Sharp, long, and narrow ears. Almost like knives.

    Almost like an…

    "Are you cosplaying an Elf?"

    I saw her eyebrows twitch and that was when I knew I'd stared for long enough.

    "Cosplaying? I know not of that word, but I am indeed an elf," she said, a haughty tone to her words. "Now state your business here, oddly-worn traveler or be off on your way at once! The inhabitants of this strange world reek dreadfully with the stench of malice as repugnant as Azamoth himself. I suggest you make haste before time itself befell upon you with a fate most dire."

    Did I say her ears were the strangest thing - I wanna take that back now, actually. I felt like I just got lectured by Edgy Shakespeare.

    More and more, the desire to simply walk away proved a tempting thought. But I stayed where I was in spite of it. Chalk it up to morbid curiosity or something.

    "Why are you in the dumpster?" I asked.

    The rain continued pattering on our heads and I noticed that she was as drenched as I was, if not, even more. Yet while I had a home to go back to, I had a sneaking suspicion that she was a different case entirely.

    "Stifle all sound, traveler. A ravenous monster lurks the very ground you stand upon. I've seen the monstrosity with my very eyes. Loudly it growled as it sought to satiate its appetite, the earth rumbling in its wake, a thundering monstrosity of sight, sound, and smell if there ever was one."

    "Right," I tilted my head. "Are you high?"

    She furrowed her brow and stared up to the sky. "I do not understand. My feet lay firm on solid ground, the sky remains beyond reach of me. Whatever do you mean by that? Explain yourself, traveler. My patience is not to be tested!"

    "No, not literally high - I meant like… are you on drugs?"

    Her glare intensified further. Does she really not understand me? Is she really that into roleplay?

    "Oh boy, alright King Arthur, forgive me of my impudence," I cleared my throat, can't believe I'm actually doing this. "Pray tell, hath thy consumed of any concoction in recent times that hath given rise of any ailments of some kind to plague your well-being?"

    That seemed to have assuaged her, if only for a bit. Her face softening in response.

    "You are a strange one, oddly-worn traveler."

    Oh, I'm the strange one?

    "But I sense no malevolence stirring from within you. Very well, if your curiosity must be sated, know that I am on a task to slay a monstrous being that has scoured this land for far too long."

    I rolled my eyes. "And just what does this creature look like? An orc, perhaps? Goblins? Vampires? You saw a rat, maybe?"

    She stared down at me. "It was a creature forged of metal."

    "Metal?"

    "Indeed. A large metal beast clad in dark green. A six-legged amalgamation of iron and rust with a large gaping hole at its back which it uses to devour its prey whole. I have seen it. Why - just recently I saw it feast upon the contents of this large metal box I now dwell in before it roared away in a thick miasma of smog."

    She said it, she actually said all that. How she did it all without bursting into laughter is beyond me. But I doubt she would have appreciated it if I started giggling away at the utter absurdity of it all.

    Patience, have patience, me.

    "Sorry, but could you repeat that again, please? Slowly, this time."

    I saw her lips pursed but she relented nonetheless.

    "Metal beast."

    "Uh-huh."

    "Six-legged."

    "Right…"

    "Gaping hole at its back."

    "Continue."

    "Saw it feast."

    "Then?"

    "It roared away."

    "Roared away… alright," I nodded my head. "Does this beast happen to make a honking sound and have a really bad smell?"

    

    "Indeed," she said, her face twisting to reflect her disgust. "The foulest."

    "You know, I might be mistaken..." I said to her. "But I think you're trying to slay a garbage truck."

    "Garbage… truck?"

    "Yes, that's… that's what they're called."

    Her face turned into a sneer. "A foul name for a foul beast, indeed."

    I give up on this lady.

    "Okay, so, what's your goal here? How are you gonna slay it?"

    "I've devised a plan that will prove infallible, you see," she said, firm determination twinkling in her emerald eyes. "The beast moves and feast as it sees fit, and consistently I have noticed that it would feed upon this… this… uh..."

    "Dumpster."

    "This dumpster - yes, indeed!" She nodded her head in approval. "I realize, given the beast's hardened exterior, a direct attack at its flesh would prove only futile. So, instead, I shall sit and reside within this dumpster for the time being awaiting its arrival and once it has unwittingly consumed me in its haste for a meal, I shall slay the beast from within!"

    She finished with a grandiose display of valor, confidently smiling while flourishing in her hand a large gleaming iron sword that I didn't even know she freaking had into the air.

    "Ahh! To revel in triumphant victory once more! The tension is almost palpable, wouldn't you say?"

    The rain must have flooded her brain or something. I mean, it's the only possible explanation for her behavior and speech. What, you're telling me she's an actual Elf from an actual fantasy world? Highly unlikely.

    A cosplayer on drugs or drunk, quite possibly both. That's my conclusion. In any case, I want no part in this, I wanna dust myself off of this encounter - water under the bridge. Who knows what'll happen if I keep messing around with her, like, what if she just suddenly spears me with that sword or something?

    That's right, just smile, just nod your head like you understand it all, even if you really don't, and take your leave. You don't need this in your life, me, trust me.

    "Well then," I began, bowing my head politely at her. "I wish you luck in your endeavor and hope that you come back down to reality sometime in the future."

    She bowed back at me. "Till next time then, oddly-worn traveler. Quenz't adil lok'athar."

    What. You know what - I don't even wanna know.

    Deep puddles were starting to form now. The rain was getting heavier. My feet were sloshing around the place, trying to navigate myself out of the alley.

    Finally, I was out in the streets. Cars were passing by like bullets in the breeze. No signs of any garbage trucks, though. I have a feeling she's going to be in there for a while.

    Ahh… whatever, I have seen and dealt with enough for today as is. It was time to go home.

    And home I shall go.

  
    Chapter 2: Decisions, Decisions

    Grey envelopes piled up the mail slot of my apartment door.

    Overdue bills again, baby. Heck yeah. I'm looking forward to paying them using the money I don't even got that I've earned using the job I didn't even get.

    I wonder if Dad would be so kind as to lend me some money in the meantime. Maybe Mom might even pitch in a bit… hmm. After laughing at me for a bit, I'm sure they'll come around.

    Open the door, flip the switch, and… they cut the power. Oh well, electricity is overrated anyway. Nothing some candles wouldn't solve. Rain's still pouring as well so I won't have to worry much about getting too hot in here.

    Wet shoes off, soaked socks out, I took a step in, marking the calendar that hung on the wall as I did with a big fact cross on today's date.

    It's official, folks. It's now been three months since I've decided to live on my own. There months streak of pure independence. Three months streak of total unemployment.

    This calls for a celebration. What do I have in the fridge, I wonder?

    I scampered my way over to the kitchen, bumping and crashing into every single furniture in my possession on my way over, which wasn't much, admittedly, but I'm sure my bruised and battered pinky toe would beg to differ.

    With a painful hiss of a clumsy man, I swung open the fridge - no fridge light, obviously - and found a melted ice-cream packet and some bottled water.

    Ran out of food, it seems.

    Ah well, It'll have to do.

    Now picture this: It's a gloomy, grey afternoon day. It's raining outside. Inside of a quiet apartment building, a man drenched to the bone, sits on his armchair, gloopy ice-cream in a porcelain bowl at tableside, a lighted candle by his side. Silently, he scrapes the ice-cream soup with a spoon and ate.

    Pretty pathetic, right? Well, not really. There are much worse things. Like sitting out in a dumpster at a random alley in the street. Least I ain't there...

    Yet.

    Should I… check on her? Can't get her out of my mind for some reason.

    No! Nope. Stay out of it. It's none of your business, me. What if you get infected and start speaking in cursive like her? Best you just continue doing your own thing, yes.

    By the time I was done with, uh, 'Lunch' - yeah, let's call it that, only three minutes have ticked by. Knowing much couldn't be done wallowing in misery, much less without any power, I decided to call it a day and hit the hay.

    Candlelight guided me to the comfort of my bed, an instant K.O as soon as my head hit the pillow. And just like that, ends my no-good, very bad day. I'm sleeping forever now.

    Or so I wish.

    I woke up to a light drizzle overcasting the evening sky. I realized I was still wearing the business suit, all creased and scrunched up now, but who gives a shit. I bought the suit for the day, I'm going to use it for the whole day, damn it.

    Woke up starving too, which was obviously a given. My wallet laid strewn on the bedside table, and it always breaks my damn heart having to open it up and see only a few pitiful notes left inside.

    Begrudgingly, I fished out just enough to purchase a small meal from the convenience store nearby. Time to head out. With help once more from candlelight, I tucked on my shoes and ventured out into the night, umbrella in hand.

    The route wasn't too complicated. A left turn here, a right turn there… what concerned me the most, however, was the path up ahead. Ain't long till I'm confronted by the same alley which she was in. Maybe still is.

    Come on, I mean… she can't STILL be in there, can she?

    Whatever the case, I'll find out in three steps… two… one.

    Kinda wish I wasn't such a curious person. Now I'm stuck frozen in the middle of the sidewalk staring at a dark and begotten alleyway lit only by lamplight.

    There's the dumpster right there, right where I left it. Don't really hear or sense anyone stirring inside it. Then again, the flap is closed so who knows really?

    Nothing is confirmed until that dumpster is open. That settles it, I hereby dub thee 'Schrödinger's Dumpster'.

    A peek wouldn't hurt, right? Just a little lean forward, and…

    I caught myself before I could take a step further. As I said, I don't need this in my life. Away I went, leaving the mystery untouched, resolving to make sure it stays that way.

    That girl smelled like trouble. And she flat-out just smells overall. Forget her.

    Or so I wanted to. She just wouldn't leave my mind.

    The doors of the convenience store slid open and I was greeted with a nod from the cashier.

    I headed to the food aisle and from there I picked up the cheapest items to make a meal out of for myself.

    Does she need a meal?

    I also brought a drink for good measure.

    When was the last time she had something to drink?

    The rain was starting to pick up again. It didn't bother me, I knew I was fine in my home.

    But was she?

    Lightning flashed the sky. Thunder rumbled the rolling clouds. It'll be a heavy one tonight.

    "She won't be there."

    The cashier probably heard me mutter to myself, if he did, he showed no signs of having done so.

    I left the store with a plastic bag slung around my arm, inside of it were snacks that were just simply too much for one person to finish. I guess it never hurts to share, does it?

    Shallow puddles that once littered the sidewalks were now a ceaseless stream of water, a murky deluge as heavy as the storm that had brought it. The patter of rainwater against my umbrella was relentless, the wind blew with the force of a battering ram and to simply put, I was not having a good time. No sir.

    Practically blinded by a misty fog, I staggered my way onwards, retracing my steps, until I finally found myself in the same position I was in not even ten minutes ago.

    Motionless, blankly staring beyond the entrance of a damp, musty alley, to a dumpster, equally as damp and musty.

    I know I said I'd forget about her but there's no harm in being a good samaritan every once in a while, right? At least, only for a day… only for the evening.

    There's just something about her that feels… different… abnormal, even. Couldn't quite place a finger on it… but, there's no better chance than now to find out, I suppose.

    Each step that brought me closer to her was immediately followed by a clash of thoughts, each battling for control over my actions.

    Left foot. She isn't there.

    Right foot. But what if she is?

    Left foot. But what if she isn't?

    Right foot. She is.

    Inches away and a free hand was already gripping the plastic flap before I even was aware of it.

    But what if she isn't?

    Ah, fuck off.

    Gently, ever so gently, I raised the lid into the air, ever so slightly, just enough to simply lean forward for a peek.

    And peek I did. Delving into the darkness and stench.

    I blinked, I saw, and shortly after, I sighed.

    "You can't be serious."

    There she was alright, right where I saw her last. If I thought of her as strange before, it doesn't compare to what I thought of her now. Because back then, I only ever saw her face.

    Now I'm seeing her in her entirety.

    If she really was a cosplayer. Then I sincerely appreciate her passion for her craft.

    The gleaming silver knight armor that adorned her body looked too genuine to be a replica. She had the complete set right here. Braces, leggings, chest plate, greaves, even thick broad shoulder pads. The only thing missing was the helm and to be honest, I don't think it's much of a loss.

    Her face, up closer, felt like it had an ethereal glow to it, almost too pristine to even be human. And her ears… yeah, they were still elf ears but I thought they might have been the detachable type but upon closer inspection, it seems they are actually her real ears.

    Oh, in case you're wondering how I'm getting such a good view without even the smallest protest thrown my way, it's because she's fast asleep.

    Yep, in the dumpster. Quite peacefully, I might add. You'd think she has been sleeping in dumpsters for ages with how snug she seemed to be.

    Something wasn't adding up. If she had the money to afford such an attire, combined that with the sword held tightly in her grip, then why is she sleeping out here?

    

    Why not go home?

    If she doesn't have a home, then where on earth did she come from?

    Why is she dressed like a knight about to go off into battle?

    Nothing about her fits the textbook definition of normal.

    Silvery white locks rested on her face, beauty blighted by muck and grime against her rosy cheeks. Okay, I admit it, she was pretty. I should probably stop staring before dear ol' Grandad in heaven shakes his head at me in shame.

    The question still remained unanswered, though.

    "Just who are you?"

    What answered me was a soft grunt as she adjusted herself sideways in her slumber.

    Later, then. I'll get some answers out of you.

    For now, what phrasing do you use to ask a Elf-Knight out for dinner at your place, I wonder?

    Guess I'll just make it up as I go along. Like I always do.

  
    Chapter 3: Dinner Date

    A candlelit dinner sounded like the epitome of a romantic outing, doesn't it? Perhaps a lively conversation over a magnificent meal, something real mouth-watering like lamb or some thick juicy steak.

    Well, we were on a table, there was a lit candle, there was also food, but I highly doubt I'd be earning a pat on the back from Gordon Ramsay for it. No, probably a good shouting and maybe a kick in the balls from him sounds about right.

    'You call that dinner, you say? I reckon I'd have a better time eating raw sewage straight outta Chernobyl!'

    Ahh, classic.

    Still though, despite the less-than-satisfactory meal I prepared, the Elf-lady sitting across from me lapped it all up before I could even take in my second spoonful.

    I could tell she had a slender frame. Despite what the thick, bulky shining armor may convey otherwise, there's no hiding her size. So I'm surprised that the girl can eat.

    Honestly, with the way she gobbled and chewed, you'd think she had never eaten a bowl of cereal in her life. Yet there she was, smacking her lips, her expression absolutely glowing with satisfaction as she stretched her now empty bowl out towards me.

    It was through that, that I noticed her elf-ears mirrored her emotions to the bone. The smile on her lips was one of content and her ears reflected that sentiment well with an energetic twitching that went up and down like a see-saw. It kinda reminded me of a dog wagging its tail.

    Shit, that's cute.

    "Perchance," she proclaimed. "Is it no trouble at all if I ask of you for another helping of this… this… flakes of frost, as you call it?"

    I pointed my spoon at the cereal box to the side. "Frosted Flakes, it says it right there on the… nevermind, help yourself to all of it if you want, but that's your fourth helping already."

    "Mmm, indeed it is so," she replied, her eyes widening with anticipation as the rest of the cereal clattered into her bowl. "And yet somehow I find myself unable to abstain from such simple desires.  Oh, how very unbecoming of me. Please, excuse this lowly knight's gluttony for the time being, for I do find it rare especially in recent times to even be able to indulge in the simple pleasures."

    "'Kay, then." I took a bite.

    I'm not even going to pretend I understood all that.

    Outside, through the gap in the window curtains, the rain continued to storm fiercer than ever before, reaffirming to me that taking her out of that alleyway when I did was the best damn idea I had all day.

    Dinner ended with a refreshing chug of chocolate milk which she too found equally as fascinating. Have a guess how many times I had to pour it out for her before she was satisfied. I guarantee you it wasn't just once.

    That carton was supposed to last me a couple of days too. Ah well, no use crying over drank milk.

    Once I was sure she was both well and at ease with herself, I finally sprung the question I've been dying to know the answer to all this time.

    "So, just who are you exactly?"

    Her ears immediately perked upwards at the question. "Ah, just where are my manners? Forgive me. You've provided both food and shelter and yet I've never given you my name."

    "It's not a big deal, really -"

    "Hush now - say no more, simply know that I'm greatly indebted to you and that I intend to repay you in kind someday."

    A wide cheerful smile spread across her chocolate-coated lips, an expression I never expected given her stern demeanor, yet a welcomed expression nonetheless.

    I nodded my head. "So, uh… name?"

    

    "Yes, yes, of course," She cleared her throat. "My name is Eshwlyn of the Old Guard. Former Knightess to the late King Ardvair and Sworn Seeker of the Lazarus Stone."

    'Course long titles are a given. Frankly, I'd be upset if she didn't have one.

    "So Eshnynn, uhh, sorry, - Eshlin... Eshween?"

    "Eshwlyn of the Old Guard. Former Knightess to the late King Ardvair and Sworned Seeker of the -"

    "We'll just call you Ash."

    She bowed her head. "Ash it is, then."

    "So, Ash…" I shifted in my seat. "Where are you from? It's pretty clear you aren't from around here, are you?"

    "Indeed I am not. For once, I find myself a stranger amidst a strange land. One, unlike anything I've ever seen before. I've sailed oceans, traversed continents. Nilfa, Creekwood, Frieden Rike, Molothir, and yet all paled in comparison to this land of… of…"

    "This is Earth."

    "Earth, you say?" She formed a frown. "It seems memory fails me for I do not recall seeing such a name on the dozens of maps I have studied."

    The idea of this girl being from an actual fantasy world is slowly starting to become more and more feasible as the seconds go by. The thought of it ensnared my mind.

    But how could that be? How is that even possible? It shouldn't be… yet her Elf-like ears, heavy metal armor, and sword, even her mannerisms all seemed like they came out of some generic fantasy RPG.

    Either that or fantasy roleplaying has reached new heights that I never even dreamed of.

    "Do you remember how you got here?" I asked.

    "I do not recall, try as I might." She said, heaving a sigh. "All is but a blur to me. I recall myself saving a child from the path of a runaway carriage but that is all I can remember, unfortunately."

    Oh… she got hit by a carriage. That explains so much, actually.

    "And as for you, kind sir?" She nudged her chin at me. "Does my savior have a name?"

    I chuckled. "That he does. My name is -"

    *Knock* *Knock*

    My lips snapped shut faster than a flytrap. I felt my heart sink into my chest. That knocking… surely it must be the wind, right? Surely… surely it wasn't them again. It couldn't be.

    "Something the matter?" said Ash, both her head and ears tilting at an angle.

    *Knock* *Knock*

    There it was again. This was no wind. It's them, alright… Godamnit.

    "Wait here," I told Ash as I stood up to my feet. Begrudgingly, I made my way to the front door, reaching for the handle.

    Another knock, louder and firmer this time, sounded. There was no doubt in my mind that they would have broken it down if I hadn't finally swung the door open.

    And just as I feared, what greeted my doorstep was an unwelcome visitor, grinning at me from ear to ear. A bowler hat, a black coat, and a small umbrella. This short stubby little man was the bane of my existence.

    "What do you want?" I asked, scowling.

    "I was in the neighborhood," he said, his voice croaking like a toad. "Figured I stopped by and paid a visit."

    "Mission accomplished. Now leave."

    "'Fraid I can't do that," he said, wedging his foot between the door before I could slam it shut. "Well not yet, anyway. You know the routine by now."

    "What?" I was left speechless at that moment, his words just took the breath right out of my lungs. "You probably made a mistake because that can't be. I already paid everything I owed. I don't even have electricity now because of it."

    "Well, I feel for ya. But there's no mistake, wouldn't be here otherwise. Interest rates went up. If you weren't informed about it before, you are now."

    "You're kidding me…" I felt a surge of anger flow through me. Seriously… just when I thought I was out. "How much?"

    "Another grand and bossman says you're out for good - swears on it even."

    "I don't have that. I'm barely getting by as is. Don't you loan sharks have anybody else to leech off of?"

    "Oh we do, but I don't make the rules here." He mumbled, placing a cigarette in between his lips. "So, am I gonna collect tonight or are you going to make me walk out of here empty-handed?"

    Could have tried many things then. Try and talk him out of it. Run away and change my address. Make up an excuse. Threaten them with the police.

    But I already tried all those things before, none worked. Like a fly in a flytrap, that's me.

    "Give me a day. Tell your boss that - a day. I'll… I'll have the money then."

    He blew a puff of smoke and squinted at me with narrowed eyes. "So be it," then smiled at me. "Pleasure doing business."

    I gave a reluctant nod, I pushed the door again and this time it closed for good. He was gone, the encounter had ended… but the prospect of tomorrow makes me want to shrivel up and die.

    Weak knees had me leaning against the doorframe for support. My head felt like it was about to burst so I closed my eyes, took in a deep breath, and when I next opened them - Ash was staring at me from across the hallway, her bright green eyes an intense glow in the dark.

    Must be an Elf thing.

    "Your walls are regrettably thin," she muttered. "I couldn't help but overhear your conversation."

    "Got some questions, I suppose?"

    "Indeed," she nodded her head. "What are these 'Loan Sharks' that you spoke of? Do they share similarities with the Frosted Flakes? Can I eat them?"

    "Hah - wha - no, you can't, don't even."

    To my surprise, she responded with a chuckle, stifling her laughter with an open palm.

    "I merely jest," she said, still retaining a small smile. "As much as my country differs from yours, cruelty is what grips our similarities together. Thievery, corruption, injustice, matters not what land your feet stand on, they never change."

    "Yeah, well… I kinda did brought it on to myself."

    "Oh? If it's no trouble, would you care to tell your tale?" She said, beckoning me towards her. "I feel as if I may be able to repay a debt sooner than I originally thought otherwise."

    "No, no, really… it's my own problem. You don't have to bother… Look, I'll deal with it -"

    "Sit," Ash said softly, a tenderness in her eyes. "I'll listen."

    She's a pushy one, isn't she? Boldly marching into my bottomless pitfall of problems without even knowing what she's getting herself into. I got a feeling that even if she did know, she'll still jump right in.

    The rain stopped pouring, the clouds began clearing, and the moon started shining.

    Today has been a day of many ups and downs. Mostly downs than ups, but who's keeping count. I've yet to figure out if this chivalrous, benevolent knight-elf from another world is an up or down for me.

    But seeing her gentle expression glimmer under the glow of moonlight, I'd like to think that it's an up.

  
    Chapter 4: Looks Like I've Adopted An Elf

    It didn't take long for me to recount my sad, unfortunate tale to the Elf with perked ears. She stayed mute over the course of what seemed like an hour and by the time I was done, the lit candle had burned down to a sizable portion.

    Though some clarification was needed at certain times. I had to explain to her what a pyramid scheme was and how loan sharks work. Whether or not she understood my explanations, I didn't know, for she would simply just nod her head and stare deeply into the candlelight.

    "I see," she said, with one hand stroking her chin. "So you owe these 'mob people' a great debt, then?"

    I sighed. "That about sums it up, yeah."

    "Have you no source for wealth?" She asked, her lips in a frown. "Manual labor, perhaps? A blacksmith, farmer…"

    "None."

    "Why?"

    I threw my hands up in the air. "Honestly, I have no clue. Luck, maybe. I just keep getting fired for things I didn't even do."

    At that, her eyes grew as wide as saucers. "They torched you?"

    "What? No, no! I mean, they just… let me go.  Missing money, late paperwork, damaged company property... didn't even do anything, but somehow I got the blame for it."

    "How unjust."

    "You can say that again."

    "How unjust."

    "No, I meant… you know what, nevermind."

    Silence fell between us. Don't know what Ash was thinking about but it's got her staring away at nothing. Meanwhile, I was left to dwell in very unpleasant thoughts of regret.

    Having to narrate my stupid naive past self's story didn't really do much good for my morale. I had to resist the growing urge to punch myself over the stupid things I had done.

    Like seriously - it was a pyramid scheme! Why on earth did you fall for it, past me?! Anybody can smell it from a mile away! Of course, there's no get-rich-quick tactic that nobody has ever heard about, nobody's ever heard of it because it doesn't even exist.

    But no, just had to throw all your money away at empty promises. Yeah, that's how you get rich. Just look where that got you. Oh, here comes that urge again - resist, man, resist. Don't hit yourself in front of the Elf.

    "I have decided."

    My head spun towards her. "Decided?"

    Suddenly Ash stood up. A strange sense of resolve painted her eyes and before I could question it, she marched herself in front of me. My armchair wasn't exactly big, so she towered above me like an eagle in the sky, cranking her intimidation factor up to an eleven.

    Then, as if to inverse all that, she got down on one knee, her face hidden in the long locks of her hair and bowed her head towards me.

    Awkward, very awkward. Haven't a clue how I'm supposed to react, so I'll just keep quiet for now.

    She placed a hand against her chest and spoke, "Just as you have come for my aid, I shall now come for yours. I now swear my allegiance to your cause. Your troubles are now my troubles, your enemies are now my own, and until the day that anguish no longer plagues you… here I shall remain to stay. Hala'thur Gofrin."

    Finished, she looked up, her eyes staring at my own with solemnity, leaving me still in a state of pure unbridled confusion.

    "Allegiance? Wait, I just got you out of a dumpster, don't you think that's a bit much? 'Hala'thar wadda? What does that mean?"

    "It means to fret no longer… Master," She said, her ears twitching in tune to the smile on her face. "For I am here."

    ------

    The birds outside began chirping and before I knew it, it was morning already.

    I sat up.

    My living room looked as empty as ever.

    A small flatscreen on a withered table at the front, in the middle, was a desk for placing things on, my favorite armchair at the front of it all, which was currently occupied by yours truly, and oh yes… how could I forget the Elf-Lady who had taken upon herself to stay in a constant kneeling position by my side throughout the entirety of the night?

    "I thought I told you the whole kneeling-on-guard thing wasn't necessary," I said, stifling a yawn.

    "But danger -"

    "Always lurks in the darkest of shadows, I know."

    Didn't use my bed because I wanted her to use it, I told her to use it. But it seems she would rather do her own thing… she must be exhausted.

    "Look, get some rest," I said, standing up and stretching myself awake. "I'll buy some breakfast, you can eat in bed and - "

    She stood up after me and shook her head firmly. "That won't be necessary."

    "Really? Breakfast seems pretty necessary to me."

    "And so it is," she said. "But as an Elf born of pureblood, I have been blessed with a vast supply of both vigor and strength. Weeks could go by and yet I will not tire nor hunger. That, you can be rest assured of."

    "You ate all my cereal and slept in a dumpster."

    Ash pursed her lips. I had a look at her ears. They were drooping.

    "You can be rest assured," she said again. "Presumably."

    So which is it, then?

    I sighed. "No need to lie. Go to sleep, get some rest. You don't have to follow me. I'll survive a trip down to the store, trust me. I'll be back before you know it."

    She bowed her head again. Seriously, I gotta get used to this whole bowing thing.

    "Very well. I shall do as you say and rest."

    Ash didn't make it two steps out of the living room before she practically dropped to the floor and dozed off right there and then. I had to drag her the rest of the way to the bed and tuck her in myself.

    Wasn't easy to, that armor of hers is no joke. How the hell she walks around in that thing is beyond me.

    Funny, now I'm wondering who's serving who. Not a very bright knight, she is.

    As soon as I knew that she was tucked in all snug and nice, I left to go hunt for breakfast and what's for breakfast, you ask? Why, even more cereal, of course. I wonder if corn flakes are a thing in her world?

    Making my way back, with a plastic bag of milk and cereal in a tight grip, I passed by the alley again and saw a garbage truck roaring away into the distance. You're a lucky man, Garbage-man. If I hadn't come when I did, you'd probably have a hard time explaining to your superiors on how the hell a person ended up in the back of your truck.

    Still a few more minutes until I reach home. In that time, my mind drifted off into the encounter of last night.

    That distressing encounter.

    I told that man I'd get the money today, when in all honesty I didn't even have the means to acquire that much cash in that short a timeframe.

    I knew that… he knew that… his boss probably did too. I'm going to turn up at their place empty-handed and still, they gave me a day anyway. They're toying with me.

    Probably trying to see how much they can squeeze out of me before I finally break.

    And as time slowly creeps on and on, I feel like I just might.

    No job, no prospects for the future, and hopelessly indebted to the mob.

    All these thoughts, I poured it out to her last night. Told her all my woes until I couldn't anymore. Ash was a good listener. Always sympathizing, comforting… doing her best to keep my hopes up.

    Even before I drifted off to sleep, she was the one that came up with a plan to bail me out of my dilemma.

    A silly plan, really.

    She wanted to come along, she said. Together with me into the lion's den. I had my qualms about it but she figured she could settle the matter herself if given the chance to.

    

    She asked me when I'll be going and I told her sometime in the afternoon.

    Her lie early this morning might have been payback to the lie I told last night.

    I was actually going now.

    Yeah, like I'm going to place her in that kind of danger.

    I'll go there and maybe try to broker a deal and then come back to ready breakfast. Tell them to give me two weeks and I'll double - no, triple the original amount. That should give me more time to find a source of income. Do something, anything to scrounger up the money.

    Call Dad if I have to, I don't know. Already tried calling him multiple times this morning. No answer. All my messages were left unread as well. Medical bills, I know… mom's not feeling her best… but I do wish he'd pick up his phone every once in a while.

    Whatever happens, I'm sure I'll find a way. Desperate times call for desperate measures

    I reached a junction on the road. Ahead to the left laid home, and on the right, well… you know what's on the right.

    There I was in between crossroads, ready to take my step at a direction, but before I could, there she was again, stopping me in place as she had so many times before.

    My knight in shining armor.

    She stood by the sidewalk with her sword in hand, taking no notice of nearby bystanders gawking away at her odd choice for casual wear. Ash seemed to be rather taken by the cars on the road, her gaze following each one that passes by like a curious cat.

    Pretty sure to her, they're some funny looking carriages.

    It's clear she hadn't taken notice of me, not even as I walked up beside her.

    "What are you doing?" I asked.

    Her ears gave a small twitch, sensing my presence, and her eyes glanced over briefly at mine before turning back to the road. "Merely waiting for your arrival," she said.

    "What happened to sleeping?"

    "What happened to 'sometime in the afternoon'?"

    Busted.

    "How did you know I was lying?"

    "With all due respect, Master..." she said. "But frankly, you are a terrible liar."

    Okay, that one got a chuckle out of me, yet it seems she did not find it as amusing as I did. In fact, she looked quite upset. I guess I can understand why.

    "I'm sorry," I said.

    Ash gave a weary sigh. "Please, Master, I implore you. Know that I only seek to aid you in your time of need. Yet I cannot do so if I do not have your trust. How I am in your eyes, I do not know, but try to understand that I am a knight first and foremost, so please treat me as such and let me help you."

    A long time was spent in silence just staring at each other's faces. She asks that I use her as some kind of tool, but it's kinda hard to bring myself to do that.

    Can I do that? Can I allow her to help me in spite of the consequences that may arise? Can I?

    Slowly, reluctantly, I nodded my head. "Okay. I'll be counting on you, then."

    Finally, I saw that smile again, brightening her expression. "Thank you."

    "But first," I said, shaking the plastic bag in my hand. "Breakfast."

    And with that, together, we headed to the left.

  
    Chapter 5: Confrontation Time, Yay

    Somehow, someway… this is strangely pleasing to the eye. I tried, probably failed, hiding my amazement on my face with a blank expression. But you can't really keep a straight face at this.

    "So?" I asked, placing a hand on my jaw to stop it from dropping. "How does it feel?"

    Ash walked out the doorway to my room with a very peculiar expression on her face. It was hard to tell what she was thinking, especially with that small frown.

    "Drafty… mostly." She said, swinging her arms around. "Perhaps a bit loose too… exposed, comfortable, It feels as if it does not suit me."

    I wouldn't be saying that from where I was standing. In fact, it's quite the opposite, it suited her too well, actually.

    I just smiled at her. "You'll get used to it."

    If we were going out in public, obviously I needed her not to look like she's heading out to a convention of some kind. So after breakfast, I fished out some clothes from my closet. My clothes. Not really nice clothes, per se, but clothes nonetheless.

    At least, that's what I thought at first.

    Those jeans that made me look like a fool, fitted her slender legs like a glove. And that jacket, which according to my sister, gave her homeless beggar vibes? Yeah, Ash practically made it her own, and she radiated with a certain style I could only dream of.

    Especially with her long white hair flowing down to her waist side. Yeah, I wouldn't be surprised if she gets picked up by some talent scout somewhere. There was just one problem, though.

    "You know your ears?"

    She looked at me and lowered her arms. "I know of them."

    "Yeah…" I shook my head. "Elves, umm… we don't have elves around here, so… you're going to be attracting a bit of attention if we leave them out in the open like that."

    Her ears began to droop a little. "Oh," then she frowned. "What do you propose we do?"

    "Easy fix, no worries…" I walked up to her and pulled the hood that came with the jacket over her head. "There we go, now you're looking human. Ash of Humankind, roommate to me, and devourer of cereal brands everywhere."

    "Master, are you perhaps mocking me?"

    My hands rose up in surrender. "I'd never dream of it."

    Ash drew her eyes upwards, clearly fascinated by the hoodie, her eyebrows raising under the fringes of her hair.

    "I have seen our scholars and monks on occasion, and they have donned something akin to this one." She said, her fingers pinching the end of the hood. "Were you possibly once a scholar yourself?"

    "Err, no. Wouldn't call myself that. I mean, I wasn't exactly the brightest in school either."

    "Brightest, you say… humans can shine?"

    "Metaphorically speaking, uh, sure I guess?"

    "Hmm…"

    Hmm indeed. I was beginning to confuse her, I knew it, It's a clear sign now. Whenever she would furrow her eyebrows or make a small frown, or if her ears started twitching up and down, it's a sure indication there's something she isn't getting.

    But we'll work on her metaphors later. For now, the afternoon sun blazed high in the sky and we have somewhere we needed to be.

    So with a clap of my hands and the opening of the front door, we set off to the outside world.

    It was clear from the moment we hit the sidewalk that Ash would immediately start gazing away at this new and bizarre world she somehow found herself in.

    Like a curious little cat, she is. Tilting her head at a red 'stop' sign and freezing in place, "It said stop, Master." she said.

    "Yeah, but not for you." and there I was, nudging her away from the sign.

    Cars and motorbikes blazing on the road startled her as we walked across the zebra crossing, meanwhile, the traffic lights or as she calls it 'red, yellow, green orbs hung high above' captivated her to the point where she stopped moving again.

    "Fascinating..." She said.

    "We're in the middle of the road," I told her, nodding apologetically to the cars honking at us to get a move on.

    Clear highlight for me was probably when she suddenly shoved into a bush while bracing herself in front of me like a shield.

    "Dragon!" She shouted at the top of her lungs, her hands darting to her waist-side to brandish her sword… which she didn't bring so it just looked like she was trying to grip the air.

    Many onlookers stared at us weirdly as they passed by, but Ash's eyes could only focus on the anomaly soaring in the sky.

    I popped up out of the bush, cluttered in stray leaves. Placing my hand on her shoulder, I calmly explain to her, "No, Ash, it's just a plane."

    She immediately eased up, breathing in relief. "Oh, just a bird, then?"

    "Sure," I said, blanking my expression. "We'll go with that."

    "I've troubled you, it seems," she said, finally taking notice of all the stares on us. "I shall refrain from acting in haste and instead await your judgment before rendering myself of use. Your land, your knowledge. I shall withdraw myself."

    Bowed her head again… I'm no king, so I don't really need that kind of gesture.

    "Okay then, let's get going," I said.

    First things first, I went ahead and returned the suit. Left in the rush before they could ask any questions. After that, it was a straight walk into town.

    On the first day of moving into the city, everything looked so normal. Then I was coerced, scammed, and placed into debt midway through my second week.

    Since then I started seeing the city for what it is.

    That Italian Restaurant on the left? That's a front for the mob. The laundromat over there? Same story.

    Hair salon, nightclub, and pub? Money laundering.

    Every corner of the street, you can feel the mob's influence. They controlled the town and half of the people in it. I was one of them. If they want it, they'll get it.

    Anything they want in the blink of an eye.

    And there I was, about to march up to their faces and tell them 'No'.

    They don't like that word. Learned that the hard way. Still, if the Elf-Knight from another world is confident of her chances, then…

    "We're here," I said to Ash.

    The building in front of us looked just like any you'll find in the city. Normal, plain, like any other office building. It's only once you get in that you'll find it's far from anything mundane.

    "Indeed," said Ash, knocking her knuckles on the concrete wall. "A sturdy fortress, a tall one too. A fitting structure for those that desire to perch themselves up and stand above all others."

    "How… poetic? Anyway, yeah… let's get this over with."

    You'd think with this building being practically their headquarters, security would be beefed up at the front entrance but no, it was absolutely deserted. Anybody can just waltz in there and that's exactly what they want to happen.

    Wanna borrow some cash? Well, sure, come on in. Just make sure you're ready to pay the price.

    One very deep breath later, Ash and I finally took our step in.

    Inside, well, it wasn't very homely. Few chairs, the smell of smoke lingered the air, and it was basically empty, save for the receptionist behind the desk at the far end.

    It was her that we had to talk to in order to get anything done around here, so to her, we went.

    Her eyes were set on us and I began.

    "Can I… uh, can I..." I trailed off. What I was supposed to say? How do I begin? Don't think they get a lot of people opposing them… what are the right words here?

    That was when, with all the boldness she could muster, Ash slammed her hand against the desk, proclaiming at once. "We wish to speak with your leader at once!"

    I cringed so hard that if I cringed any harder I would have died. To try and save face, I muttered quietly a small,  "please."

    For a few moments that felt like an eternity, nothing. Then the receptionist adjusted her glasses and stood up.

    "One moment," she said, walking away into another room.

    While we waited, Ash whispered to me, "Fear is what they prey on the most, and your face is flushed with it. Master, ease yourself, I am here with you."

    "I'm trying," I whispered back, wiping the droplets of sweat that had formed on my forehead.

    A little while later, the receptionist emerged out of the room, and trailing behind her was a most dreaded face.

    There again with his stupid bowler hat, stupid trench coat, and that stupid smile on his face.

    "Well, well, what do we have here?" He said, rubbing his grimy little hands together. "To my complete surprise, you actually came. I was just on my way over to pay you a visit just in case you forgot."

    With a scowl, I nodded silently.

    He lit up a cigarette and tucked it between his puffy lips. "Now what's this I hear about you wanting to see the boss?"

    "It's my payment," I explained. "There are some matters with it I wanna discuss with him personally, and in private."

    The stubby man chuckled and blew out a puff of smoke. "He's busy."

    "What?"

    "He ain't got time for a dissatisfied customer. Besides, what you wish to discuss with him, you can discuss it with me. That's what I'm here for."

    I gritted my teeth. "Tell him it's important."

    "Oh? What could possibly be so important that I have to bother the bossman to come running your way like some kind of worker grunt?"

    Ash placed a step forward, her eyes stern and grim. "That he will be paying the debt no longer."

    The man, clearly unfazed, blew out another puff. "He ain't got a choice, lady. If anything, it's him that came crawling to us, you know?"

    "And then intend to ensnare him forever in your clutches," Ash said. "You've tormented this man for long enough. You will take your deal and go, you will pester him no longer."

    "Oh yeah, and we're just gonna pack up and go, are we?" said the man, staring at us down with contempt. "And who's gonna stop us if we don't?"

    Ash met his eyes, and spoke boldly, "I am."

    

    The man snorted, his head shaking in disbelief, and drew a step back, flicking away the cigarette in his lips. His eyes kept flicking from me to Ash, which would be immediately followed by a deep heavy sigh.

    "I'll go make a call," he said.

  
    Chapter 6: The Lion's Den

    They say that three is a crowd. But they never really specify if whether that crowd is dead or not.

    Well, in my case, as me, Ash, and the bowler-hat man stumbled our way into the lift, I wouldn't exactly call us the liveliest crowd.

    It was mostly just complete silence, followed by the occasional glaring from either one of us. All the way to the top floor was the button the man pushed and being the heavy smoker that he is, he just had to have another smoke while we're in such a small compact space.

    Ash didn't seem to mind, but I did. A sensitive nose has its drawbacks. I had a tough time trying to refrain from going into a coughing fit so as to not draw any attention to myself.

    Wasn't exactly the mood for idle talk either, but bowler-hat man didn't care.

    "You're an idiot, kid," he said, shaking his head once again. "Shoulda just paid what you owed like a good little boy. It would have ended well for you."

    "I did pay what I owe," I retorted. "It's you people who decided that it wasn't enough."

    "Never said it was fair, but it would have been a far better outcome. Now there's no turning back from here. You know, if it weren't for my job, I would almost feel sorry for you."

    I tried to not let his words get to me. I knew he was just trying to intimidate me, but goddamn it, dude… it's actually working.

    Of course, Ash noticed, squeezing my arm tight and giving me a small nod. Her way of encouragement, I guess. Doesn't really bolster my confidence that much but I'll take what I can get.

    "Still though," said the man, as the elevator doors parted open. "You got guts."

    We stepped into the room and as soon as our feet hit the carpeted floor, a sense of danger began to pervade. A simple penthouse suite shaped into an office and yet it feels as if we just entered the lion's den, complete with tough-looking bodyguards at either side all wearing suits.

    The bowler-hat guy didn't follow us, he remained in the elevator, giving his farewell with a curt nod before the elevator doors closed once again, leaving Ash and I all on our lonesome to venture on deeper into the heart of darkness.

    Had I come alone, no doubt my legs would have gone jelly and I'd be flopping around the floor like a fish having a nervous breakdown. But for some reason, the sight of Ash simply striding forward without fear gave me enough courage to do the same.

    Suddenly Ash leaned in close, whispering to me while looking straight forward, "By any chance, could that be him right over there?"

    Her finger pointed to a man in a pristine-looking business suit, he was by a large window overlooking the city with his back faced towards us. A cane in one hand, while the other delved into his pants pocket.

    I've only ever seen the mob boss once when I first paid a visit and although it was a very brief sighting, I knew there was no mistaking that authoritative air around him, nor that relaxed demeanor.

    The way he just stood there, like he was always in control. There was no mistaking it…

    "Yeah, that's him," I told Ash, meeting her eyes with a knowing glance. "Sure about this?"

    She nodded at me. "Have faith in me, Master."

    

    Faith was all I had right now. And I'm clinging onto it for dear life.

    I nodded back. Moment of truth time.

    "Excuse -"

    "Not another step."

    The man spoke fast, but each syllable hit like a drum, so much so that I instantly did as he said and froze in place.

    "You don't call out to me, I call out to you," the man said, turning around to face us. "Do we understand each other?"

    The air in the room was suffocating. Even the way he stared down at people made you feel like you were trapped in a corner with nowhere to go. Despite his immaculate appearance, with his smartly-groomed hair and beard, he was a true mobster at heart.

    "Understood," I said, and then his eyes flickered towards me, his gaze piercing, almost as if burrowing through my very soul.

    "I know you," he muttered, taking a step closer with his cane. "A thousand dollars. Cash, yes? Needed it for an investment, you claimed."

    That caught me off guard. "How did you -"

    "Deals made with us, I don't forget. Especially with those people who I feel would try to squirm their way out of their agreement… yes, them - I try to remember their faces... each and every one of them. I wouldn't forget you."

    I squirmed in place, trying to look anywhere else besides his intense glare. "You know that deal wasn't fair."

    "Fair?" He repeated, his cane slamming the ground with another step. "You knew our business. You knew our rules. Fair? There's no fair here. Still, you signed with us, wrote your name, shook our hands… and now you're here to complain to me about fairness?"

    "I was an idiot back then! I made a mistake."

    "Yes, you did," he stopped moving, leaving only a few meters of space between us. "So why don't you want to pay for it?"

    My mind drew a blank. I had no clue what to respond back. Everything felt as if it was closing in around me. It was too much. Everything was too much. The bodyguards all swarming towards us, the simple evil look on that man's face, and the sheer utter thought that I might not come out of this unscathed.

    We really shouldn't have come here.

    "He already has."

    Suddenly Ash was there, occupying the empty space left in the middle, confronting the man without any fear in her eyes.

    "What was owed he has already fulfilled. Long ago, in fact. Yet you still kept him, chained him against his will. You don't intend to let him go, you'll hound him and chase after him for all that he is worth. The pain, the misery you've afflicted… it sickens me, you sicken me… and I intend to put a stop to it at once."

    Strong, unwavering words that echoed across the walls of the penthouse. It was clear the man was taken aback, staring at Ash with a certain interest in his eyes.

    "And just who might you be?" He asked.

    "My name is not to be defiled by your twisted lips," Ash snarled. "What matters now is that you free my master of the burden you've wrongfully placed upon him and you will do it now while you still draw breath."

    The man raised an eyebrow. "And if I don't?"

    Ash took a large menacing step towards him, completely going against his wishes, and said to him in a quiet voice, "I'll convince you."

    The man's face was always stern, permanently in a scowl. But against all odds, completely out of nowhere, he cracked a smile, widening, until it completely filled his face.

    "Interesting," He said, snapping his fingers once and drawing away. "Then please, by all means… try and change my mind."

    I felt a rough hand grip around my left shoulder, pulling me back and sending me stumbling backward. A bodyguard came marching to the front, a hand delving into his coat pocket, his sights deadset on Ash.

    Terror struck through me then, as he pulled a gun into view, and aimed it to the back of her head.

    I tried, I called to her, screaming, "ASH! BEHIND!"

    Too late. She turned around and the barrel of the gun was placed in between her eyes. He pulled the trigger.

    The sound of a gunshot reverberated throughout the room.

    I flinched, teeth in a tight grit, my eyes clasping shut… ears ringing.

    We never should have come… I shouldn't have approached her, shouldn't have let her help me. Now Ash was dead, I got her killed.

    Or so I thought.

    I dared a peek, a small one, and immediately my eyes widened in disbelief.

    Ash stood there, not a single bullet wound on her head, despite the smoke swirling from the barrel of the gun and the bullet casing falling to the floor. There was not a mark on her.

    The bodyguard made an audible gasp and took a receding step backward, but before he could place another step, Ash grabbed hold of the front end of the gun.

    Glaring, and with an anger I have never seen on her, she muttered, "My turn."

    In one quick stroke of movement, Ash crushed the gun under the sheer might of her grip, crumbling it into bits and pieces that landed on the floor. Then, closing her fist, she sent the bodyguard flying to the other side of the room with one swift strike to the gut.

    I was there, I saw what happened, and yet I still couldn't believe what I just witnessed. Not only did she survive a bullet to the head, but she also sent a man soaring with a single punch.

    The normal question that would have come to mind by then would be 'Just what is she?' but I already knew the answer to that, didn't I?

    The Elf-Knight from another world, here to save the day, turned back to confront the bossman himself, whose jaw had dropped in complete and utter shock.

    Without missing a beat, she nudged her head at him. "Convinced yet?"

  
    Chapter 7: Dealing With The Problem

    For the longest while, there was nothing but this profound silence in the air where no one moved and no one spoke.

    Not the remaining guards, standing pure in bafflement over what just transpired. Not me, who was at a complete loss for words, and certainly not the mob boss, who had somehow managed to regain his composure and was staring at Ash like never before.

    It was only after Ash tried to take another step towards him that his bodyguards finally spurred into action, immediately surrounding her in a circle with drawn weapons and pointing their guns at her.

    Ash, unamused by this, slowly folded her hands into closed fists, I saw her braced into a stance... any second now she was about to move, but then...

    "Stand down!" The man barked, slamming the end of his cane to the ground. "This woman had a gun to her head, was shot, and it barely even fazed her and still you're going to try and riddle her with bullets? Are you people truly idiots?"

    I'd have laughed if the situation wasn't so dire, especially afterward when all the guards started fidgeting uncomfortably in place, lowering their heads and mumbling stuff like "My bad, boss" and "No, of course not boss, sorry boss" before walking dejectedly back to their positions.

    After a weary sigh, the man's eyes confronted Ash's once more.

    "Well, I'll admit it. I confess myself to being impressed by you." He said, nodding his head at her. "Ash, was it? I'll be sure to remember you."

    "Withhold your flattery, you fiend, for they'll only serve to enrage me even further," said Ash, her nostrils flaring. "Instead do what is wise. Free my master now, before further trouble ensues."

    "Master?" Said the man, raising a brow towards me. "Really now? Is that what she calls you?"

    I narrowed my lips. "She's only here to help me out."

    "Hmm... Well, now I'm curious as to what you have done to earn the loyalty of someone of her capabilities. Do you mind sharing?"

    "I was kind," I simply said. "Try being that for once, it might just surprise you."

    "Perhaps..."

    "Enough talk!" Ash shouted, taking another step. "Will you concede, or will you not? Answer now!"

    The man slowly shook his head and walked off to the left of us. "Do I even have a choice?"

    From out of a file cabinet in the far corner of the room, he pulled out a sheet of paper, and then as he slowly made his way back towards us, the paper was held out in front of Ash and me to see.

    "Yours, yes?" The man said.

    It was my contract. My name, my address, my number... everything about me was all contained in that little piece of paper. I tried to reach for it, but the man withdrew his hand back before I could take it.

    "I can get rid of it. Tear it to pieces in front of your eyes if you want, I'll even forget about it," said the man again. "But the people above me? My superiors, well they - they have a far better memory than I do."

    Ash scoffed. "A small loss in the grand scheme of things, I'm sure. Why does it matter if a single debt goes astray? I doubt they'd even cared nor know of my master's existence and involvement in these affairs."

    "Oh, you'd be surprised."

    She made a confused frown. "Explain yourself."

    I didn't need an explanation. Slowly through the course of the conversation, I was starting to understand. The mob had deep roots in the city's lifeline. It all made sense to me now. How I was scammed, how I could never hold onto a job here, how I eventually got into debt with the mob.

    No unlucky strings of unfortunate events. There was a reason for it. One man was to blame for all this, and I think I knew who.

    I looked at the man straight in the eye and took a deep breath. "Don't tell me," I said. "Is it my father?"

    "Made a lot of enemies in his lifetime," The mob boss gave another smile. "Tell me, how's he doing now?"

    "Better than how I'm doing, I can tell you that much," I groaned and placed a hand onto my forehead. "I can't believe even here... so far away from home... I still somehow can get caught up in his bullshit."

    Ash just looked even more confused, shifting her focus onto me. "Perhaps context is needed. Master, in regards to your father, how is he possibly involved in all of this?"

    "I can answer that," said the man, now with a smile broader than ever. "See, his father got entangled with the wrong crowd a long, long time ago. Then when he wanted out, they weren't too happy with it but they can't touch him, they couldn't, really. He was far stronger than they could ever be, probably scared of him too. Fast forward to the present, and there comes along his son, hopelessly in need of cash. What a grand opportunity this was, indeed."

    Yep... dear ol' dad. You never really talked a lot about your past, I knew you were involved in something. Why else did we have to keep moving every couple of years? Now it's come back to bite me in the ass, and you couldn't even be bothered to reply to your son's text messages? Really?

    Dad of the decade.

    "So you're saying even if I did manage to pay what I owe now, they still wouldn't let me off the hook?" I asked.

    "Precisely," the man nodded his head. "What the girl here said earlier was right, they don't intend on letting you go. Their way of revenge, I suppose."

    Ash tightened her jaw. "Children should not be made to carry the sins of the father. It is simply unjust."

    "In a perfect world, perhaps," muttered the man.

    "What do they want then?" I asked. "They want to go through me to get to my dad? He doesn't even know, he isn't even answering my calls."

    "It's pure spite, kid. They don't need a reason. Whether your father knows or not is irrelevant. So long as you're paying, they're already as happy as can be. You don't pay... well, at least then they have a reason to pay you a visit themselves, don't they?"

    "Oh."

    My eyes fell to my feet. It was a lot to take in. Honestly, it was hard to wrap my head around it. I never made any enemies growing up. So to be told that there were people who were taking pleasure at my expense, people I never even knew existed... well, it's not really a relishing thought.

    My mother isn't exactly feeling her best for some time now. Dad's tending to her... so I don't believe they can spare me any expenses, and I really don't want them to. I don't want to be a burden to them. And I can't just drag him all the way out here when there's no one to look after my mom in her current condition.

    I somehow find the money and pay, and then I'll just be doing what they want. I walk away and run, and then it's someone higher up that I have to deal with. Someone probably even more ruthless and what's more, with a grudge.

    Screwed either way... was there even any other option?

    Ash apparently thought there was. The sudden sound of ripping and tearing brought my gaze back to the forefront and there she stood, with my contract in her hands, which was now torn in half down the middle.

    Nobody tried to stop her, not even the boss, instead he was just standing there watching her, a mildly amused expression on his face.

    Torn into fours, then into eights. All with a determined look in her eyes.

    "Let them come," she said, flinging the remains into the air. "Let them try."

    Shredded remains were all that was left strewn onto the carpet, right under the mob boss's shoes. Ash walked away, stopping briefly by my side to say, "Shall we, then?" before making her way to the elevator.

    I stood there for a while longer, staring at the man, wondering to myself... wait, was that really it? Rip up the contract and bounce? Can't be that easy.

    But apparently it was.

    With caution, I turned the other way... took a step and no one came to stop me. So I took another and continued from there. Once Ash and I were nearing the exit, only then did the man call out to us from the other end of the room.

    "Your father was an idiot. Never did he ever stop to think about the consequences of his decisions," He said, limping his way back to the window, cane in hand. "He's said stupid things, acted in even more stupider ways. But for how much of a fool he was back then, one thing was for certain - he wasn't a bad guy."

    I called for the elevator, and it came to life with a silent whirring.

    "And if it weren't for him that day," the man continued. "I would have been left with a lot more than just a limp leg."

    The doors parted open and we entered the lift, and as we turned to the front, our eyes locked with the man again for the last time.

    "So if you don't see any unwelcome visitors at your door for some time..." he nudged his head at me. "Be sure to mention to your father that we're even now."

    Before I could even respond to that, or give any reaction at all, the elevator doors closed shut.

    The nightmare was finally over. Or at least, for now.

    I felt relief coursing through me like floodgates being parted open. There were so many things that could have gone wrong there. The amount of times I thought I was about to get a bullet to the head or worse... I couldn't even keep count.

    Ash for her part looked no worse for wear, despite literally getting a bullet to the head. The whole debacle just felt like a mild inconvenience for her whereas I was frozen like a statue, desperately clinging on for dear life.

    "So, uh... thanks for everything back there," I muttered to her. "Really, thanks a bunch. I mean if it weren't for you, I don't think I'd even be standing here right now."

    She looked back at me, her glare gone, a warm smile returning a kind expression on her face.

    "Think nothing of it," she said. "Though I do believe what I've done back there might have exacerbated matters instead."

    "Maybe... but at least I don't have to pay anything anymore. Plus, it's as you said right? 'Let them try'."

    She nodded her head firmly. "Indeed. Whatever happens, come what may, I'll be there for you."

    

    Now it was my turn to start smiling.

    Having an Elf-Knight as a companion wasn't exactly part of my plan in life. Can't say for sure what the future may hold having her by my side. But now that she was here, her bright green eyes sparkling in the sunlight from the opened elevators doors...

    I can't say I have any complaints whatsoever.

  
    Chapter 8: Just Rewards

    We left the office building to a cloudless afternoon sky. By the time the whole commotion was over and done with, both our stomachs were loud and growling.

    So what did we do to resolve it?

    Head to a restaurant? Grab a quick snack at a store? Ice-cream, maybe?

    Nah, we headed home.

    I flopped my wallet onto my living room table, sprawling it open for the whole world to see.

    "No money!" I proclaimed, flinging my hands to the air.

    Ash was crouched, her knees to the floor, and picked up my wallet by the very ends of her fingertips as if holding up some kind of weird bug.

    "Intriguing coin pouch, master," she said, glancing at it from all angles. "But what does that mean for lunch?"

    I looked at her and her big, bright questioning eyes as large as saucers, and felt guilt surge through me.

    She got shot in the forehead for me and I couldn't even get her any lunch for it. What kind of sorry excuse of a human being am I?

    "Well, uh - I'll call a friend," I whipped out my phone. "Borrow some cash, then we'll get some -"

    But before I could dial any number, Ash had seized the phone from my grip with a swipe so fast, I didn't even realize she took it until I stupidly started trying to dial the air.

    "Master, let us not act upon impulse, shall we?" Ash said, keeping my phone at a distance. "Lest we forget what has brought you trouble in the first place."

    Realization hit me like an oncoming freight train and immediately I wanted to throw myself out the window for even coming up with the idea. No more borrowing money.

    "My bad," I muttered, smiling apologetically. "I just wanted to show my gratitude to you in some way. You know… get you something nice."

    Ash expelled a small sigh. "You already have, master."

    "Have I?"

    "You clothed me, fed me, and provided refuge. What is all of that if not 'nice', I ask?"

    "But that's kind of a given," I answered back. "I would have done the same to anybody else. It didn't have to be you."

    She shook her head. "It needn't matter. Kindness, where I'm from, you'll find very little of it, if any at all. In the eyes of many, most may say I don't even deserve such luxuries."

    "That's horrible."

    "And yet, that is simply just the very nature of my world."

    Speaking of worlds, I realized I still had no idea where on earth she came from. What kind of fantasy world was it? What kind of creatures inhabited it? Who are the dominant species, and what's the situation like over there?

    Put it simply…

    "Just where exactly are you from anyway?"

    "Well, it's a land far removed from your own… Asteria, we call it," She waved her hand. "Alas, it needn't matter. Let's leave it as a topic of little concern, shall we?"

    "But why? Don't you want to go back?"

    Blankly staring, Ash fell into a strange sort of silence. Usually, she'd be quick with a reply ready to go. Not this time.

    She smiled again, it looked forced, and handed the phone back in my hands.

    "Maybe," she said.

    "Maybe?"

    Just then, my phone picked the perfect time to start buzzing, the screen flickering to life with a text notification. Getting a text message was already a surprise for me, but getting one from the person who's been ghosting me this whole time? Now that's something worth drawing attention to.

    "Hi Dad," I muttered, my eyes immediately darting to the screen.

    Ash raised her eyebrows and came huddling to my side, "Your father? He speaks to you from that rectangular device?"

    "Mmm, kinda…" I mumbled, too focused on reading his message to give a proper answer.

    It was a short message. Then again, he wasn't always much for words. Now if only he developed the habit of checking up on the situation first before making any rash decisions. Still, he was always a man of action… and acted he did.

    <<Just sent $3000 to your account. Should last you quite a bit. If you see a guy with a cane and a limp on your way over to pay, tell him I said hi.>>

    -------

    There was this moment in time that lasted for about fifteen minutes where there only consisted of rapid mutterings under my breath while I went back and forth with my dad in regards to what the money should be used for.

    Told him I was sending it back, that I didn't need it anymore, and to use it for mom's medical bills instead. He replied back telling me to keep it, consider it as an early Christmas present or something.

    Said to him, forget it - that's too much money for me to accept. He kept on insisting anyway.

    All the while Ash was standing there looking over my shoulder, quiet, with a bemused expression on her face. Probably wondering to herself how do phones even work.

    But she seemed to realize I was busy with something, whatever that something may be, so she held her tongue.

    Later, Ash… I promise I'll explain how this world works to you in great detail one day, for now though...

    <<Take back the money!>>

    <<No.>>

    After an almost endless loop of little progress, it finally culminated, and the cycle was broken as soon as dad typed up the magic words that sent me shutting the hell up.

    <<Mom insisted.>>

    Well shit, now I can't do anything about that. Forget Dad, Mom was the real threat here. Her word is law in my family.

    It was time to concede defeat.

    <<Understood.>>

    I clicked the power button. My wallet laid bare in front of me, empty, yearning to be filled once more with cash aplenty, and who am I to say no to that?

    "Hungry?" I said to Ash, a smile on my face.

    Though she most likely was still a little confused over the click-clackety magical rectangle I had in my hands, the prospect of actually having lunch held her questions at bay.

    "Absolutely famished," she said with a simper.

    And so, for the third time in such a short time, we left the building once more to seek out a meal for the two of us.

    Oh yeah, and to pay my bills too… can't forget that. Once the electricity was back on… Lightbulbs, television, computer… Oh man, Ash was in for a treat.

    After a quick visit to an ATM, we began our journey, basking in the afternoon sun, with Ash's ever-curious eyes constantly wandering off to the streets. Traffic was blaring and most vehicles were at a standstill. Ash now had a good view of the thing that fascinated her the most.

    And fascinated her it did. Ash couldn't keep her eyes off of them. Which inevitably resulted in me having to recite the entire history of cars and their purposes for public use.

    She had some questions too.

    No, they're not animals. Horses? Yeah, I guess they're like horses. No - look, I did say they were like horses, but they are not animals. Do we ride on them? Of course, we do. Why don't I have one? Oh. Well, they're expensive, Ash, that's why. No, we can't just find one in the wild and take it in - I just said they weren't animals!

    "May I be able to ride one someday?" She asked as a car sped on by.

    That question caught me off guard. I was used to her asking questions, they came by the dozen every minute anyway, but this was the first time a question came with a want, a desire.

    Ash actually wanted.

    I looked at her expression. "Are you curious?"

    Her eyes found another car to keep her eye on, and she followed it with her gaze as it sped along its route, once it vanished around a corner, it was almost as if she was snapped out of a trance and she instantly shook her head.

    "Pay no mind, forget I've asked," she said, clearing her throat. "Now, how long more till we reach, master?"

    "We could if you want to, you know? I don't mind."

    Ash tightened her lips. "You've done so much already. It wouldn't be right of me to demand."

    "So have you," I replied. "If it weren't for you…"

    "Seekers do not get to want, seekers do not get to wish. In my world, speaking of such desires would warrant more than just physical punishment. Reminders… so I may not forget. I exist only to serve, that is my role, the reason for my being. Both as a Knight, and as an Elf."

    Just what kind of messed up world is that? If that's how she gets treated back in her world, it's no wonder she's a bit hesitant about going back. Her need to serve, and her total disregard for her own life, it was starting to make much more sense now.

    That world has molded her into what she was now. But not anymore.

    "Don't forget," I muttered, gripping her arm like how she did mine back then. "You're not in your world anymore."

    She didn't say anything then, but I think she understood what I meant.

    

    "Let's go take that ride, then," I said, as we turned at a street corner.

    Her face didn't display any emotions, but it didn't need to, because despite the hoodie covering most of her expression, there was simply no hiding the energetic twitches of her ears jutting out from beneath the fabric.

    It was kind of endearing, really.

    Now, a quick taxi ride shouldn't hurt, right?

  
    Chapter 9: Even More Rewards... And Then Some

    I never actually had any pets while growing up. I liked dogs. But I never had any dogs to love and care of. Dad said it was 'cause of allergies. Mom told me she was just uncomfortable with them in the house. Don't know which reason it was that ultimately led to the banning of cats as well, whatever the case, our household would continue to remain furry-free in times to come.

    So forgive me for comparing Ash to a very energetic golden retriever or something, because as she continues to stick her head out of the taxi window, the wind blowing strongly at her wide, grinning face, it was all that could come to mind at the moment.

    Never seen her having this much fun before. Her expression relishing the speedy breeze, letting the hoodie fall and blowing her snowy-white hair back, softly giggling at such a wondrous sensation.

    I gotta say, it really suited her.

    But all things, even happy things, must come to an end eventually, and alas, the taxi slowed to a stop.

    "7.80," spoke the bemused taxi driver.

    With a little tinge of guilt, I plucked out a ten that I obviously did not deserve on getting in the first place and paid him.

    "Keep the change, man," I said. Should have taken it instead, but oh well.

    "Master," Ash tugged at my sleeve with her hand, brushing her frazzled hair in place with the other. "May we…ride -? Pardon, I mean to say, if ever the opportunity arises, would we perhaps… it's not necessary, but…"

    Looks like she's still having a little bit of trouble expressing her wants. Slow and steady, Ash. Take your time.

    "We'll take another taxi home after we're done here. You wouldn't mind, right?"

    Her emerald-green eyes were practically sparkling with enthusiasm. "Not at all, master."

    We're gonna have to work on dropping that whole 'Master' thing as well. It just doesn't feel right. Nevermind that now, we've got lunch to be eating.

    The moment our feet hit the pavement, the taxi sped off on its way, leaving Ash to stare longingly away at it as it disappears from sight.

    Out of everything that exists in the modern world, why was it that cars were the thing that fascinated her the most? I have no clue.

    Just wait till she realizes that garbage trucks are a type of car too.

    "Your hoodie is down," I said, drawing it back up for her. "This part of town is quite busy, don't want people to be staring at you now, do you?"

    "Never really was a concern of mine, no."

    "What, really?"

    "Stares, slanders, jeers… Not a day goes by where I've experienced one without the other. While Elves may be a foreign race in yours, in my own land, our existence… well, it's not held in high esteem as most other races are."

    The rare few times I had her talking about her past, all I've heard were nasty and grim things about it. Pressing her for more information would usually result in her steering away from the conversation, I knew that, but I still would really like to know more about where she came from.

    

    "How do you mean?" I asked, hoping she'd continue.

    And to my utter surprise, she did.

    "There was an incident involving Elvenkind. An incident that would curse our people for ages to come. As such, many would come to see us with hatred in their hearts. A painless death was the most we could hope for, once one of our own has been taken captive by the other races."

    "What usually happens to an Elf that has been captured?"

    Ash's eyes stared off into the distance, slowly, I saw her lips tremble.

    "They're turned into Knights."

    I blinked. "But aren't you…?" I saw her expression flinched. "What did they do to you?"

    "Master…" Ash's gaze fell to the ground. "Can you… could we drop the matter, at least for now? Please?"

    The pleading tone in her voice was palpable. I felt bad for pressing her, especially when I already knew it was a sensitive topic for her. However, my curiosity wouldn't die down, every time she talks about her world, I just wanted to know more about it.

    Still though, her feelings are much, much more important than some dumb idiot's curiosity. So I reined myself back.

    "Sure, no problem," I said, then I nudged my head to the direction of the city. "I know just what you need to take your mind off it."

    ----------

    Back when I still had high hopes for the world, back when I was happy, bright… and not in crippling debt. There was this ice-cream store I used to go to. Every day without fail, I'd be standing at their front entrance by the time afternoon rolls around.

    I haven't seen much of them lately. Now, I am happy to say - their ice-cream tasted better than ever, and eating them together with someone to accompany you?

    Nothing can compare.

    By the time Ash was done with her third chocolate parfait, the previous conversation was all but a fading memory. At least for her… I, on the other hand, couldn't let it out of my mind.

    But I held my tongue. This afternoon was a special one. I won't rest until I know she's fully content and I see the widest grin possible on her face. For this one afternoon session, she will be a servant no longer.

    Anything she wanted, she'll have.

    As long as it is within budget, of course. Sadly I ain't made of money, hell, it wasn't even my money I was spending in the first place.

    "Ready to go head out again?" I asked.

    Ash, the ever-prestigious knight she was, bowed her head. Clearly, she was still holding herself back, however, once more, there was really no hiding her true feelings with those ears of hers.

    Twitching up and down like a frog high on an energy drink.

    Being in an outdoor shopping mall, I knew there were a lot of options on the table in regard to what would fascinate her the most.

    Then again, I already knew what did, don't I?

    So I brought her calm, reserved self over to a car dealership nearby. And to say that she was captivated over the sight of the many luxurious cars they had on for display would be to completely understate her reaction.

    She was practically fidgeting in place, yearning to have a closer look at all of them beauties. The only reason she hadn't yet was because she was waiting for permission. My permission.

    Really, she shouldn't have to. She's her own person. I hope she'll soon realize that.

    "Go ahead," I told her.

    "But I - Master, I don't…" Her words trailed away. She still couldn't bring herself to want.

    "Ash, just enjoy yourself. It's okay."

    Her eyes stared longingly away at all glamorous, shimmering metal plates before focusing back on mine once again.

    "Is that an order?"

    "No, no orders, not from me," I said, shaking my head. "You do as you please, alright?"

    "Are you sure?"

    "Go for it."

    There it was, finally. I thought I'd never see that smile again.

    I found a place by an empty bench, and there I sat, watching her as she marveled away like a kid in a candy store to her heart's content.

    By the time she was satisfied, nearly thirty minutes had passed. But the day wasn't over yet. Stores upon stores lined the streets, and many discoveries still awaited her.

    Too many discoveries to list, actually.

    The arcade was basically a feast for the eyes and ears. Though I couldn't really explain how everything worked, she understood the concept well enough to know that most of everything was powered by this wondrous magical element we here on Earth call 'Technology'.

    "Not even the most accomplished sorcerer in all the lands could not replicate what I have just witnessed," she said in a moment of breathless awe.

    Her amazement would continue to elevate to newer heights with every passing outlet we've entered.

    -"Master! There are dozens of these rectangular devices here!"

    "We call those smartphones. They sell those things here."

    -"Master… Do you mean to tell me, an archive that expands to infinity rests only beyond the border of this bizarre contraption?"

    "Yeah, laptops… they're pretty nice."

    -"Kara… o… kaoke? Karo...ke -?"

    "It's karaoke, Ash… people sing in there."

    -"Oh, like bards?"

    "Yeah, like bards."

    Overall things were going pretty great. Sadly, as always, it had to come to an end. Dusk was falling, and the evening sky was forecast with a tinge of orange light.

    As we walked the sidewalk to a nearby taxi stand, the general mood of the atmosphere was brimming with good vibes all around. Ash was getting pretty talkative too, once she loosened up a bit.

    "My gratitude towards you knows no bounds, Master. Today, unlike most days, I feel, was a delightful one indeed."

    I walked alongside her, sharing her smile. "No thanks necessary, Ash."

    "I've enjoyed myself," she breathed in a heavy breath. "I don't believe there were any times in my life I would have been able to make such a claim before."

    "Don't worry. You'll be making that claim more frequently than ever before, that I promise you."

    "Thank you."

    Something happened then that I didn't expect. Ash grabbed hold of my arm, stopping us both in our tracks. She didn't seize me like she did back with that plane incident, instead her touch was gentle, soft… so unnoticeable that I didn't even feel it until I felt my arm being pulled away.

    My eyes immediately met hers, and the very second it did, I couldn't pry away.

    What was it? Just what was I seeing in those bright, beautiful green eyes of hers?

    Was it sincerity? Gratitude?

    No mistaking it, was there? That small, simple smile painting her lips. That soft and kind expression plastered on her face.

    No ears required to understand what she was feeling.

    I was seeing happiness.

    "Sincerely, from the deepest depths of my heart, I thank you, master," Ash muttered. "What I claimed today… enjoyment. I've never spoken of such things before. But now I wish to continue to speak of such things. And because of you… I feel like I just might be able to."

    My face all of the sudden felt as hot as a kettle. It was blazing, my cheeks were on fire.

    What the hell is this? Am I embarrassed? Oh God…

    I've never been thanked like that before. It felt nice. It felt good.

    So what if I never find out more about her world? Who cares about it? If talking about it makes her unhappy, then hell - if I ever bring it up again, someone please stapler my mouth shut.

    There's no need to dig into the past. Especially hers.

    It was way beyond reach anyway.

    Or so I believed, at least.

    In the corner of my eye, past her head, I caught it. I didn't know what attracted me to it, perhaps it was the design, perhaps it was because of the character in it.

    Perhaps it just looked strangely familiar to me.

    A small billboard planted at the side of a small rundown building. It was old, faded, and the colors were practically decaying away. A plain, simple, forgotten piece of advertising.

    And Ash took center stage of it.

    Donned in her knight armour, standing proud with her head held high, clutching her silver sword at its hilt.

    My eyes darted back and forth between the real Ash and the poster Ash. There was no mistaking it. It was her in the poster.

    At the bottom of the frame, inscribed in a bold, bright, stylistic font read the words: <<Chronicles of Asteria>>

    A video game.

    I felt my jaw drop to the floor.

    "Is there something wrong, Master?" said Ash, her face rife with concern.

    Oh something was wrong, alright.

    Something was definitely wrong here.

  
    Chapter 10: A Step Into The Rabbit Hole

    Evening wasn't particularly eventful. We came back to a home, at last, with its electricity back on. As expected, Ash immediately delved into the apartment, fawning over the appliances that were previously out of use.

    TV, A/C, Fan, Lights… everything basically was a wonder to behold.

    Dinner was nothing to write home about either. Some take-away from a fast-food place. We ate in silence. Once that was done, night had already fallen.

    There was a bit of a situation when it came to deciding who gets to sleep where.

    Ash flat out refused to take the bed. Actually, she just straight up said she wouldn't be sleeping.

    "I'm not going to choke in my sleep. You don't have to watch over me."

    

    "But master…"

    Cue the endless back and forth between us. I say sleep, she says no - it was a mess. Fortunately though, after much coaxing, I managed to convince her to take the couch, while I go on ahead and leave my bedroom door wide open for her so she could monitor the situation from time to time.

    Bye-bye privacy, I guess. Ah well, it's a small price to pay for salvation.

    I plucked out some baggy pajamas for her to wear from my closet which I had no idea even existed. It was probably Dad's, don't know how it got mixed in with my stuff… but hey, least I got something for her.

    We gotta go clothes shopping at some point.

    "Got something for you," I called out to her from the other side of the bathroom door.

    Teaching her how to shower was a whole 'nother rabbit hole of awkwardness. I'm not even gonna get into that. Let's just say that the feeling called 'shame' was a foreign concept to her.

    Once she opened the door, it was immediately clear to me that my dad's clothes were humongous, at least, when compared to her petite frame. Her hands were tucked and hidden away under those enormous sleeves, her feet shared a similar fate. All in all, it really did seem like the clothes were wearing her instead of the other way around.

    "How is it?" I asked.

    "Big." She said, her sleeves flopping about as she waved it around. "Smells rather funny too."

    What a surprise.

    It was time for lights out.

    Contrary to her own bold claims, which was that she would not ever go to sleep, Ash was the first to hit the hay, instantly nodding off as soon as her head hit the couch.

    What a way to stick to your claims, Ash. Nice job.

    I tried to do the same, but I couldn't. Laid in bed, tossing and turning, yet sleep wouldn't come.

    Something just kept on bothering me.

    That damn billboard on that damn building. Did I really see what I did? Did Ash really come from a video game?

    A burning question that won't be sated by a good night's sleep.

    Screw it. I don't need sleep, I need answers.

    I tossed aside my blanket, standing up from my bed, I made my way to my desk nearby, where my laptop lay folded in sleep mode.

    Looks like you won't be getting any rest as well, my friend, you'll be accompanying me for a night of googling. I cracked my fingers, swung open my laptop, and immediately began typing away at it.

    And the first thing I searched for?

    <<Chronicles of Asteria>>

    The first search result that loaded in brought me the answer that I have been looking for.

    Chronicles of Asteria, an Open-world Fantasy RPG, released for all current-gen consoles a couple of months back. Developed by a company called Cyberware Game Studio.

    Video games were sort of an on-and-off hobby of mine. I never really keep track of all the latest gaming news. So it's no wonder I haven't heard of it.

    The game was mostly well-received by critics. Many praised the storyline, the graphics, gameplay… yaddy yaddy yadda. Anyway, it didn't take long for me to notice that all the reviews I've read shared a common consensus.

    Chronicles of Asteria was just too damn dark. Not for the faint of heart.

    Many of the party members you are able to recruit in the game all have some cruel and tragic backstory that just leans in too heavy for most people.

    I've read and read, and all of them kept pointing to a notable example to better illustrate what they meant.

    The last party member you ever receive in the game.

    Eshwlyn the Elf-Knightess.

    For the sake of spoilers, none of the reviews delve into too much detail but suffice it to say, her storyline gets pretty rough.

    To what extent, I didn't know.

    What Ash had gone through… how she ended up the way she was… I know that I said I'd stop the prying and pressing for information. But I realized I just can't.

    The unknown story of the Elf who was slumbering away blissfully on my couch. I just had to know.

    In the corner of the site, they displayed an advert of a sale that currently was ongoing.

    Chronicles of Asteria was 50% off.

    I hovered my mouse over the advert and clicked. Five minutes later I was at the checkout counter, inputting my card information, and check-marking the terms and services.

    Step by step, until I reached the final hurdle. The 'Purchase' icon glowed a bright emerald green. It reminded me of her eyes. My mouse wandered over it.

    One last click of a button.

    For a moment I contemplated. Was this all really necessary? Why? Why do you want to know about it so bad? Just what would you gain from it?

    And what would you lose? She trusts you, doesn't she?

    You know, she doesn't want to talk about it. It's not your secret to reveal. So why are you doing it? Why did you click the mouse button in spite of it?

    Because I want to understand her even more. I want to know more about her.

    It was a petty reason, I know. But I'm a petty person, aren't I? No two ways about it.

    "Thank you for your purchase", read the message on the screen.

    Slowly, I got up from the chair, feeling a flood of guilt wash over me, I took a walk of shame back to my bed.

    I went to sleep and let the game download overnight. Needless to say, I did not have a peaceful rest that night.

  
    Chapter 11: Knock, Knock, We Have Guests

    I woke up, bleary-eyed, in the early rays of morning to the sound of birds chirping in the air, the ceiling fan whooshing down at my face, and the glare of sunlight blinding my eyes.

    Also Ash was staring down at my face, which obviously did not scare the absolutely shit out of me.

    "ASH!" I sat upright with a start, clutching my chest. "Oh man.. Ash… personal space. What's up?"

    That was when I heard a muffled knocking sound from nearby.

    "Master," Ash said, her tone with a sense of urgency. "There's someone at the door."

    I saw the apprehension in her eyes, and instantly I was wide awake. Didn't know anyone well enough in the city to warrant a visitation from any of them. So whoever was at my door, it couldn't possibly be anyone I know.

    A delivery, maybe?

    Another knock sounded. I got out of bed.

    "I'll go have a look," I said to Ash as I made my way to the front door.

    "I'll follow," She said, coming to my side and suddenly brandishing her sword out in front of her.

    Okay, that's a bit overkill. If I open the door and she immediately reacts, I don't wanna have to explain to the police why the postman was skewered like a kebab on my doorstep.

    "No, Ash," I told her. "Put it back."

    "It's a necessary precaution, master."

    "A precaution, right, well, when you answer the door in your world, do you always do so with a sword behind your back?"

    

    "Yes."

    Oh well… guess I shouldn't be too surprised.

    "We don't do that here," I said, lowering her sword with my hand. "It's probably nothing, trust me. Just put it back, wait inside, I got this."

    Ash stared at me and saw my small smile of assurance, evidently, she didn't quite agree with my lax procedure, nevertheless, she still went ahead and stashed her sword back behind the couch, honoring my wishes like the knight she was, bowing her head slightly in compliance.

    "As you wish, master."

    That's three 'master's in one minute by my count. We really gotta work on that whole thing.

    For now, though, the ever-growing knock on my door beckons my attention.

    "Coming!" I yelled.

    With one hand I combed my bed hair in an attempt to look somewhat presentable, while my other hand was already reaching for the door handle, swinging it wide open for the knocking to finally cease.

    As expected, the woman with her hazel-brown hair tied into a bun, who was also dressed quite smartly in a ladies' uniform, was not a woman I recognized one bit.

    Stern black eyes on an even sterner face, she gave the vibe of being somebody you do not want to mess with, despite looking like she was still in her early twenties, which she probably was, given her youthful appearance.

    "Good morning," I greeted her, slightly unsure why she, of all people, was banging at my door this early in the morning. "Can I, uhh - help you?"

    "You can," she responded, and immediately the tone in her voice further solidified the impression that she was the no-nonsense type. "I have a few questions I'd like to ask you."

    "Questions, right… and you are?"

    "Irene Madison, TAPD," she held out a badge in front of me.

    "TAPD? You're a police officer?"

    "Detective, actually," she said, placing her badge back. "I'm here on an ongoing investigation, a case involving a possible missing person. But I suppose you already know about it, don't you?"

    I frowned. "No, why would I know that?"

    "Because the person that presumably went missing was your next-door neighbor."

    It felt as if something plunged like a rock into my stomach when she said that. I looked to the left, then to the right, my door was sandwiched between two other apartments on either side.

    I never really knew my neighbor on the right, for all the time I lived here, I have never seen anyone leave or enter that room. My neighbor on the left though was a kind, young college student who would never hurt a fly.

    When I moved in, it was her that welcomed me with a housewarming cake that she baked herself. Occasionally she would also bring over her leftovers that would have gone to waste otherwise. Though I never knew her name, and she never knew mine, her kindness had spared me a couple of hungry nights. And I'm grateful for that...

    If it was her...

    "Who was it?" I asked.

    "Amanda Collins," said the detective. "A young woman, 21, attending college in the city nearby."

    That same sinking sensation was there again. Something inside of me seemed to have deflated like a balloon. Amanda Collins, so that's her name. I had plenty of terrible mornings I've woken up to throughout my life, but this takes the cake for the most bizarre.

    I swung the door even wider and craned my neck outside. To the right, as per usual, was a tightly shut door, to the left, however, was a different story entirely.

    Amanda's door was dented and broken into many odd-looking angles, barely held upright by loose screws in a single hinge at the top, further beyond that were two police officers talking amongst themselves.

    My eyes could hardly believe what they were seeing. "When did this…?"

    "Late last night," Irene answered, "Your other neighbor made the call when she returned home early this morning. She, we already talked to. Now it's just you."

    There was a hint of suspicion in her tone.

    "But I didn't hear anything last night. I didn't see anything either," I said at once.

    "Your neighbor said the same thing to me as well. But you see here's the thing. Inside of Amanda's room right now was as if a tornado had swept through it, signs of struggle - very loud, very clear signs of trouble. That poor door of hers looked as if it had a battering ram run right through it. Again, not exactly subtle. Which begs the question: How did her next-door neighbor, who's only one concrete wall away from her, possibly not hear anything happen at all throughout the night?"

    One simple question and I was asking myself the same thing. How did I not hear anything? Ash, too, her especially… if anything were amiss, it'd be her who'd notice it first. So why didn't she?

    "Heavy sleeper?" Irene asked.

    "No, not particularly."

    "Were you here last night?"

    "I was, yes. Went to bed, but I really didn't hear anything."

    She raised an eyebrow. "Mmm-hmm. Did you see anyone or anything suspicious?"

    "I already told you I didn't."

    "Live alone?"

    A small pause.

    "Yes," I answered.

    "Okay."

    I noticed her gaze break away from mine, looking over my shoulder, past me, and into the house. I half-expected her to ask if she could have a look inside but to my surprise, she simply nodded her head.

    "Well, at least we know you aren't deaf. That's all I have for now. I may come back if something new crops up, but for now," she pulled out a card and placed it in my hands. "You remember anything at all, or see anything suspicious, be sure to give me a call, alright?"

    I nodded back. "Will do."

    One last peek at Amanda's doorway before I closed my door shut. In silence, as I walked back to the living room, I reflected on everything I just heard.

    Last night, probably after I went to bed, Amanda's apartment was broken into, the assailant broke her door and nearly ripped it into pieces. There was a struggle, her room left in tatters, a complete total mess, and come daybreak's arrival, Amanda was now turning up missing.

    So many things happening at once and yet somehow…

    "How did I not hear anything?"

    "Master."

    Ash stood up from the couch, the grim and understanding look on her face implying that she had overheard everything. Those ears of hers were good, better… So then, why?

    "Ash, did you hear anything last night?"

    With a look of regret in her eyes, she slowly shook her head.

    "It doesn't make sense, then," I muttered to no one in particular.

    "This Amanda person, were you well acquainted with her?" asked Ash.

    "I wouldn't say that. I knew her, but I didn't know her well. It's still a damn tragedy though."

    "Indeed."

    "Welp," I exhaled a sigh. "Not really much we can do, huh? Hopefully, that detective catches the bastard responsible soon."

    Ash pulled a face, the kind of strained expression you make when you feel something bad was gonna happen.

    That face, on her? Not a good combo.

    She spoke again and I could sense the edge in her voice.

    "Master… from what I've gathered through my days spent in this world, I regret to say, but I sincerely believe that your law enforcers are drastically ill-equipped to deal with the culprit responsible."

    The way she held herself, how her eyes kept darting to every corner in the room, how the sword I saw her keep just now was all the sudden back in her hands… Ash knew something.

    "Why do you say that?"

    "Since the moment I've awoken, I've felt a sensation unlike anything I've experienced here. It was a sensation all too familiar and it only further intensified once you've opened that door."

    "What is it? What did you feel?"

    "Elves are naturally susceptible to the slightest of sensations. Even those undetectable to most. So have no doubt in me when I say for certain that I sense traces of magic lingering in the air."

    I was taken aback. "Magic… but… how can there be magic? There's no such thing…"

    "I know your words to be true, master. Magic is but a fantasy in your world, a tale told merely to astonish, yet there was no mistaking what I've felt… which could only mean one other thing," Ash looked at me dead in the eye. "Whoever the culprit may be… they are not of this world."

    Her words hit me with the force of a truck. If what she said was true, then the implications of it all could be huge. We stared at each other, an understanding shared between us.

    It seems Ash wasn't the only one being who had entered this world.

  
    Chapter 12: The Week Of Unease

    Before I knew it, six days had already gone by in the blink of an eye. Four days since Amanda's disappearance. Of note, nothing particularly eventful had transpired recently, at least not anymore near my vicinity.

    I wish I could say the same for everybody else.

    Six days. Six missing people.

    It was almost routine by now to be scrolling away online only to find yourself reading a news article about the latest victim to have gone missing.

    As a result of this, Ash, the ever precarious knight she was, had barred me from making any more trips to the store, or anywhere outside actually. Basically, I'm on house arrest.

    "But food," I argued.

    "I shall tend to it myself," She said with firm resolve.

    So long story short, Ash was now in charge of the grocery shopping, and let me tell you… she was actually surprising adept. Well… she was eventually.

    'Course day one had its fair share of bumps on the road but overall, she knew what she was doing. That is if you don't account for the fact that 50% of the stuff she has gotten was cereal brands.

    The other 50%? Chocolate milk.

    I blame myself for this.

    "I even gave you a list this time!" I exclaimed on the second day, upon her return from getting us dinner.

    She fished out a box of coco puffs from the plastic bag. "Yes, well, I have decided that some initiative was desperately in need. Your list was well… ah, there were some listed that I, uhh…"

    "You didn't understand any of it, did you?" I let out a deep sigh.

    "Ahh, but I understood 'can of tuna'," she said, beaming proudly, and handing me a can she plucked from the bag. "See?"

    "Tuna, yes… one problem though," My sighs only grew deeper as I held out the can in front of me. "You got the one for cats."

    She paused, a new carton of chocolate milk in hand, and frowned. "What's the difference?"

    "We're not cats."

    By the time the third day rolled around, she had finished revising the dictionary, encyclopedia, and was given an exam about which product is what. Needless to say, she hasn't made a single mistake since.

    Still, that didn't stop her from getting the occasional cereal now and then. I think she might have a problem.

    Seventh day now, seventh victim. People were getting paranoid, police were desperate for clues, and warnings had been issued to not wander out in the streets for so long or unaccompanied.

    Every case shared the same similarities with Amanda. The victim lived alone, their house would be broken into, a mess would be left in the aftermath, and everybody else nearby… well, would not see nor hear a single thing, not until it was too late anyway.

    Forums on the internet centered around where I lived would discuss on end about what could cause these strange happenings. Many outlandish theories, many nutjob conspiracies.

    I saw a comment once.

    <<It's almost like magic.>>

    And that's the closest anybody has ever gotten.

    I kept the detective's card by my bedside table even though I knew I couldn't really help out. Just in case.

    What can I do? Ring her up one day and just flat out say, "It's magic, man," then hang up?

    What sucks about the real world is that no one would entertain any fantasies.

    So there I sat at home, twiddling my thumbs in front of the glow of my laptop, browsing about and sending resumes to companies that I'd never hear from again.

    Then when that's all done, I would stare at the desktop, my gaze always falling to that one particular icon in the corner row.

    <<Chronicles of Asteria>>

    Download, installed, ready to go. Yet I haven't touched it once. Just looking at the game makes me feel like I'm reading someone's diary or something. Ash deserves her privacy and secrets to keep, I want to respect that.

    But at the same time… what if the serial abductor was another being from her world? What if they're from the game too?

    I could learn more. The clues were right there, sitting at my desktop. Am I justified for playing the game, delving into Ash's secrets, just because there's a criminal on the loose?

    Most would say yes… and I'd be one of them. But just for this one time, one time only… I wasn't.

    The 8th day would come with its 8th victim… what if it was me?

    A double click sounded from my mouse.

    Timing just right with the game's window popping up, I heard a rummaging from the front door, a second later, I heard Ash's voice echoing in the hall.

    "Master? Are you here? Speak if you can hear me."

    I closed my laptop shut, just as my bedroom door swung open to reveal Ash poking out from the doorway, clothes consisting of the same jacket and jeans combo I got her way back when. Her breath as a sigh of relief.

    "You've worried me," she said.

    "How so? I'm always here, just being quiet and doing my things."

    "Precisely my point, master. In light of recent events, the deathly silence would be the last thing you want greeting you upon your return home."

    "Good point… I'll yell next time."

    She smiled. "A simple 'welcome back' would suffice."

    "In that case, welcome back… did you get everything on the list?"

    She held out a bag full of ingredients. "I have, yes… but I've also taken upon myself to add extra to our cost. A necessary precaution."

    I chuckled. "Chocolate milk is a necessary precaution?"

    Ash didn't respond, quietly she entered my bedroom, closing the door shut behind her, and took a seat at the end of my bed, staring at me with a rather serious expression.

    Joking time is over, I guess…

    "Master," she started, "Firstly, I must ask for your forgiveness."

    That caught me off guard.

    "Why, what happened?"

    "For the past few days, I have been taking detours as I leave to go purchase supplies from the store. I believed it was best, in order to guarantee your safety. Whatever creature, whatever being had entered this world, I simply had to know before any could harm befell upon you."

    I tilted my head, my eyebrows rising in question. "What did you do?"

    "For every abduction that had occurred, I have visited each and every home of the victims as I made my way back from the store."

    "Wha - " I shifted in place and leaned in closer towards her, gazing away at her face full of sudden remorse. "You've been doing this every day?"

    "Since the first."

    "Without telling me?"

    "I… Master, I… it was for your sake, I wouldn't - I would never," she bowed her head deeply. "I feared you wouldn't have approved."

    "Yes, I wouldn't have," I said quietly. "But it's not my place to decide what you want to do. You're your own person, remember?"

    "Forgive me, I…"

    "Forget it," I placed a hand on her shoulder. "It's fine. I understand you enough now that you won't rest until you can assure my safety. Can't really stop you even if I tried to anyway."

    Guilt showed in every movement, in every molecule of her body. There was just no easy way to convince her that I really wasn't mad. Shocked? Well, yeah. Angry? Hell no.

    But Ash wouldn't raise her head to see that fact.

    "Your words speak of a kindness that I do not deserve," she muttered. "I have misjudged… I should have consulted you before I've acted, that would have been the right thing to do."

    "Did your previous masters tell you that?" I asked.

    "Yes…"

    "I'm not them," I said. "And you're not with them."

    "They would have punished me."

    "Do you want me to?"

    Ash fell silent for a moment.

    "No," she finally whispered.

    I lifted up her chin, meeting her dispirited gaze with a smile. "Then all's forgiven."

    For a moment, nothing, then slowly, surely, Ash nodded her head. Seeing that, I drew myself backward. Baby steps, but we're getting there.

    "So," I rubbed my hands together. "You visited the crime scenes yourself, did you find anything?"

    Her eyes began blinking rapidly, almost as if breaking from a stupor, catching herself with a stutter as she spoke back, "Y-yes, yes… ahem, as I was saying, master, I have investigated their homes and I've confirmed that traces of magic lingers still, confirming that our culprit is responsible for all the attacks."

    

    "That doesn't really tell us anything, though…"

    "On the contrary, master… it does."

    "It does?" I ask, surprised.

    "The same scent, the same nature of magic, the means of abduction, and the manner of these attacks. They all remained consistent for the last seven days. By my guess, these unexplained attacks could only be done by one being and one being only."

    "Not a delightful being, I assume?"

    Ash shook her head. "They're vile, deadly, and nearly untraceable. In my world, they haunt the nights where most lay unprotected. Plague the shadows under the moonlit sky. To be capable of slaying even one of their kind would be an unthinkable feat."

    The more I hear about them, the more I dread coming face to face with this unknown culprit. As Ash spoke I could sense the fear and unease in her voice. No longer was she confident like she was back during the mob boss situation.

    It made me wonder… if it got her scared - Ash, the woman who could blow people back with a single punch, crush guns with her bare hands, and can withstand literally bullets to the face - just what on earth were we up against?

    Compared to Ash, they could be stronger than her, faster than her… more dangerous than her.

    "Just what are they?" I heard myself say.

    Ash stared at me and answered.

    "It's a vampire."

  
    Chapter 13: Vampire 101 

    I don't usually stay up too late once night falls. Head to bed by ten, wake up early at 7. If I felt a bit daring, maybe I'd even stay up till eleven. Usually, I'd never get to see midnight because by then I'd be fast asleep and dreaming away.

    Not tonight, however. Tonight, even as the clock struck past midnight to one, there I sat wallowing in the darkness on my armchair, the only source of light being from the warm, luminous glow of my smartphone.

    A little tab opened in the internet browser. The Chronicles Of Asteria wiki page.

    From there, I read aloud the first paragraph in the description.

    "Vampires, a subspecies of the near-endangered species called Elidna, are amongst the most feared creatures of all the land. Though sightings are mostly rare, they are well-known for settling in places with a high population count and slowly, without notice, feast upon the blood of innocent civilians, subjugating them to mindless husks. Clearing an infestation of vampires is a near-impossible task, given their brute strength, high speed and their prowess in illusion magic. In regards to Elder Vampires..."

    My voice trailed off, I raised my eyes up from my phone and stared at Ash, who was standing quietly by the hallway, muttering to herself something I couldn't understand to herself.

    Probably a spell.

    "Elder Vampires?" I asked, my eyes adjusting to the dark silhouette that was hers.

    Ash stopped muttering, looked at me, and walked to the kitchen, drawing out a small packet of salt from a cabinet. Without skipping a beat, she cut a hole into the packet, pouring out the content onto every corner, every crevice, and every doorway in the apartment.

    "What kind of vampire are we dealing with here?" I asked again as she sprinkled salt onto every piece of furniture in the living room. "A normal one? Elder?"

    "Worse," said Ash, flinging even more salt at me like it was holy water. "A Matriarch. The most dangerous, most volatile, of all vampires."

    "So, it's a she…" I sputtered out a salt pellet. "I assume you sprinkling a bit of salt will stave her away, right?"

    "No. It simply stalls her, grants me more time to act, a necessary precaution. Nothing stops a Matriarch. If she were to come after you, the salt acts as a repellent, if only temporary. Hopefully just enough to be able to elude her and escape her wrath."

    "You can't fight her?"

    Ash's head fell, her hair hiding her expression. "No, I… I am simply not capable of defending you. I will do my utmost best, I'm prepared to give my life, master - but I… I'm afraid I can offer no guarantees that I will be able to save you."

    I felt a strange sort of tightening around my chest. "She's that powerful?"

    "A Matriarch is a threat that appears only once in every millennium. For one to befell upon your world… it is strange, indeed."

    "Do you think your appearance and hers are related?"

    "I cannot say for certain," said Ash, shaking her head.

    Once she was sure every square meter of the house was glazed over with mounds of salt, she headed back to the kitchen. I watched her every step, feeling the familiar pinch of anxiety constricting my lungs.

    "So what do we do?" I asked.

    Ash came out and walked towards me, a flash of silver gleamed in the moonlight - a sharp, pointed kitchen knife stared back at me in her hands.

    "We hide ourselves," she said.

    My eyes couldn't tear away from the blade she held in a tight grip. "And the knife?"

    "Not to worry, master," Ash said, hovering the sharp edge over the palm of her hand. "It's for me."

    In a motion so swift that I couldn't even react in time, Ash had sliced open her skin, a clean cut right across her hand. The blood that flowed and dripped, it made me a bit nauseous, but Ash didn't even flinch. I don't think she even felt the cut.

    "Was that really necessary?"

    "Yes."

    Ash clenched her fist, gushing more blood to leak out of her wound, a free flow of crimson red splattering onto the floor. Just like she did with the salt, Ash went a full round, staining everything with her blood, speaking as she did.

    "Vampires, particularly in regards to Matriarchs, have a tendency to feast on the blood of the young, especially those pure of spirit."

    "Pure of spirit?" I asked, weaving my head around her hand as she coated the armchair.

    "Virgin blood, pure blood" she explained, going her way, blood dribbling down her fingers to my bedroom to continue her thing. "A Vampire's quintessential meal. Much as I crave the taste of frosted flakes myself, vampires go on frenzies simply for a mere drop of one."

    I followed after her, swinging my doorway to see her coating the ends of my bed with blood.

    Virgin blood, huh? Wait a minute…

    "How did you know I was a virgin?"

    Ash paused, bent over by the bedside table. She looked up at me with a peculiar look on her face. "I… merely assumed. Why? Are you not a virgin, master?"

    "No! I mean - Yes! I mean - I am, I am," I said, shifting uncomfortably. "It's just… Well, how did you arrive at such a conclusion? Did you sniff me or something?"

    "I could sniff you all day, and I already have, but know that no information would be gained by such an act. No master, I've simply deduced. Your lifestyle, your personality, your… uhh, demeanor… through a maiden's eyes - forgive the bluntness, master - but there exist far desirable alternatives besides you."

    Ouch.

    "Good to know," I said, feeling a stabbing in my chest that had nothing to do with anxiety or knives for that matter. "Looks like my virginity is going to be the death of me."

    "So it seems."

    There was silence for a moment, and then…

    "Wait, did you say you sniffed me already?"

    "All done!" Ash shot up from underneath the bed frame, letting out a big breath of accomplishment. "All preventive measures have been taken, I have recited every protection incantation I could recall… Now we pray that these attacks will not last for long."

    "That's it?"

    She nodded. "That's it."

    The green glint of her eyes followed me as I took a seat by my desk. I opened up a few cluttered drawers before I found the stuff that I was looking for.

    Bandages and a bottle of disinfectant. I held it out in front of her, gesturing for her to come near me so that I could apply it, which she promptly did by taking a place at the end of the bed and stretching her arm out towards me.

    The gash in her palm continued to trickle blood. How deep did she cut herself? How much blood did she lose for me?

    As I doused her hand with the bottle, my eyes darted to the many trails and splatters strewn throughout the room. Now she's literally bleeding for me, for my protection.

    The guilt I felt hurt, but her pain was far greater. I knew it hurt. She can stay mute all she wants, put on a mask of indifference if it helps keep up her facade, but there was no hiding the twitch in her ears, the small hiss through the gap in her lips.

    "You still haven't explained why you had to cut yourself," I said, unraveling a long string of bandage.

    "I already have, it's necessary," Ash said. "It protects you."

    "How does your blood protect me?"

    The bandage wrapping was a process done in silence. Ash didn't answer me. The only thing audible was our own quiet breathing.

    Another twitch in her ears, another strained expression on her face, another secret she won't tell.

    I made up my mind. I wouldn't force her.

    "All done," I said, offering her a smile that she didn't return. "I cannot stress enough how grateful I am to you for going so far to protect me. I hope someday I'll be able to find a way to repay you for all you've done for me."

    "That's not necessary."

    "Not everything has to be… or would you rather I wasn't grateful to you at all? Would you rather I didn't thank you?"

    "It really wouldn't impede me from doing my task," she said quietly. "As a master, you are utterly terrible at issuing me commands. You're appreciative, you commend me for my accomplishments and barely reprimand me for my incompetence. What you speak of… gratitude, thankfulness… it's unprecedented."

    "That's just normal."

    

    "No, it's abnormal."

    Chuckling, I placed a hand on her head, ruffling her silky, white hair between my fingers. "Then I guess for as long as you're with me, I will continue to be the most abnormal master I can be to you."

    Ash didn't speak.

    "You're not saying no," I remarked.

    "An answer isn't necessary."

    Oh, Ash… I guess you're still finding it hard to express your wishes, huh? Slow and steady, we'll get there.

    "Welp, it's real late now…" I said, drawing my hand back to my side. "I guess same procedure as always, right? I sleep on the bed, you watch me from the couch."

    "Yes."

    "Go take your place then, Ash. Let that wound heal. I'll get some shut-eye."

    Ash politely bowed her head and stood up. Slow, fatigued steps out the doorway. From the dark rings circling her eyes, the loose strands of silver jutting out her hair, and her almost lifeless droopy ears, it was obvious to anyone that she was practically exhausted.

    Seven nights she has watched over me as I slept. Seven long nights, and not a single complaint. I hope and pray to whatever God is up there, sitting on his high horse, that the eight night, tonight, would be her last.

    As I was thinking this, I failed to notice Ash standing still by the doorway, staring at me.

    "What's wrong?" I said, finally taking notice.

    "Before, you've asked me how my blood protects you from the Matriarch," she said, her gaze failing to meet mine. "It protects you because my blood isn't pure."

    I narrowed my brows. "How do you mean?"

    "A Matriarch exclusively feast on the blood of the pure. Impure blood, tainted blood… like my own, they detest the smell and taste of it. Though they will consume upon it provided choices are few. It's common practice for a township with a Matriarch infestation to pave their households with blood taken by an undesirable to decrease the likelihood of attacks."

    "So when you said your blood wasn't pure, what you really mean is -"

    "It wasn't by choice," she said at once, gripping her jacket tight with both hands. "I'm sorry, I was… he was… I didn't -"

    "Don't," I instantly stood up and made my way towards her. "Don't say it like you did something wrong. You didn't. Don't explain yourself. Don't apologize. I'm not blaming you for anything, alright?"

    "Okay…" She relaxed herself, sighing with ease. "It's just… my previous masters were - "

    "Scum," I finished for her.

    If there was any person undeserving of the hand fate had dealt them, it was Ash. The more she delved into herself, the more I got a view of the harsh, tortuous path she had walked her entire life. It honestly infuriated me.

    I know the game developers aren't at fault for designing her this way. For all they knew, they were just making a tragic backstory for a fictional character. But now that character was here, and her story became real, so my anger at them couldn't be placated.

    Still, I swallowed the anger and gave Ash a reassuring smile.

    "It really is late, Ash. Tomorrow we'll talk. Really talk. If you don't want to, we'll find something else for us to do, take your mind off everything, okay?"

    Ash was quiet for a while before she finally spoke, speaking with a bit of restraint in her voice. "Well, I did find myself intrigued by that book you read to me the other day."

    I could only chuckle. "Harry Potter, it is."

  
    Chapter 14: Silent Night

    They say that the deeper you sleep, the harder it was to wake up from it. That a deep sleep is like a puddle of quicksand. The more you struggled, the more you've made it harder to escape.

    I didn't know how long it took for me to finally fall asleep.

    It took a while getting accustomed to seeing Ash's blood splatters on my walls and floor, it didn't help that I had to sleep at an angle to avoid sleeping in the parts of the bed sheet that got stained in the process.

    But once sleep did arrive, it was already too late to stop before I realized just how deep the quicksand really was. When I dreamed, I was aware that I was dreaming. That never really happened before.

    And I dreamed of many, many things.

    It started out mundane. Normal nonsensical dreams, then it just spiraled out of control from there.

    The most peculiar dream, really. No clue what brought it on. If I had to guess, Ash had something to do with it.

    Been indulging in her fantasy stories so much, it's starting to seep into my unconscious.

    In the dream, my parents were standing on either side from each other in a dry, desolate plain. I always knew them for having great synergy with each other, always getting along well like they were made for each other.

    That dream was the polar opposite of it.

    I dreamed that they were fighting - seriously fighting. And not that standard couple's arguments that people normally have. They were straight up going for each other's throats in the most bizarre way possible.

    Mom, the gentle, kind soul that I knew she was, spewed fire from her lips. Dad charged forth towards her raging flame, a shield at his front, a sword in the other hand.

    Bolts of lighting began to shower the vicinity, each strike within inches of Dad's feet. Death was barely a hair's breadth away, yet the smile on his face conveyed that he did not fear it.

    "You're gonna have to do better than that, Terestra!" He shouted.

    That wasn't my mother's name, but she responded to his call, returning his smile with a sinister smirk of her own.

    "I shall do just that, then… Leonardo," she said.

    My dad wasn't called Leonardo. Just where are these names coming from?

    They threw everything at each other. Shaping the barren landscape into a disaster zone. Each attack just kept on escalating and escalating until the very earth started shaking with their every step.

    My mother was suspended in the air now, a dark purple aura radiating off her body, a derisive giggling sounding aloud from where she hovered, staring down at my dad on the ground with the most wicked of expressions.

    "Twenty years… and this is what it all amounted up to?" She said, spreading her arms out wide. "Your home, your world, your people, reduced to mere heaps of sand crumbling away at your feet. Is this truly what your prophecy spoke of?"

    Dad's smile didn't falter as he stared at the bright, ominous glow in the sky.

    "Since when have prophecies ever made anything clear for anyone, huh? All it said was that a great evil would arise," Dad said, pointing his sword at her floating figure. "And you're that evil."

    "Oh? So what else did this wise old prophecy speak of, if you may be so kind?"

    Dad gripped his sword tight. "That alongside that evil, a hero would stand against her. I'm that hero."

    "Not a very good hero, then, considering…" Mom said with an amused smile. "What's the use of a hero if nothing is left?"

    "All is not yet lost."

    "Perhaps," said Mom. "Provided you are capable of vanquishing me."

    "I am," Dad's blade started to glow. "I will."

    "You've said that for the last twenty years. Why would anything change now?"

    "Because now I have nothing to lose."

    The earth rumbled once more, the harsh wind swirled the sky, and static started crackling at my Mom's fingertips.

    "Persistence," she muttered, the strands of her raven-black hair swaying with a life of their own. "I've always admired that quality in you, if nothing else…"

    Leonardo braced his shield, steadied himself into a stance and smiled at her. "Don't go falling in love with me now."

    Terestra smiled back. "No promises."

    I saw them charge at each other, I saw a blinding glow of light where they inevitably clashed in the middle. I saw the earth crumble, the sky collapse, but I didn't get to see how it ended.

    For at that very moment, I woke up.

    ---------

    You know how sometimes when you wake up, you just suddenly shoot up straight full of energy?

    In my case, I sat upright so fast, I didn't even realize just how much my head was aching. My body felt sluggish, like every muscle, in every limb, was covered in a thick coating of cement… every slight move was torture. Also I was hot… my room felt like I stepped into a sauna built into the side of a volcano.

    A fever? But I didn't feel like coughing, wasn't sweating either… So what was happening then?

    My room was plunged in darkness. It was still the middle of the night. 4 am, maybe 5… something woke me up, what was it?

    My eyes quickly adjusted to the dark and began scanning the foreboding quiet that was my room. From right to left, all was as it should be. My closet was closed, my desk remained in its constant state of clutter with my laptop on standby mode, and my bedroom door was firmly shut tight.

    I froze.

    My bedroom door wasn't supposed to be shut. Ash would never close my door.

    Something was definitely wrong here.

    Dread flooded into my system as I tossed myself out of bed and stumbled my way towards the door in the pitch darkness. My worries escalated when I found out the handle wouldn't budge, even when I pulled at it with all my might.

    "Ash?!"

    I started banging on the door with my fist.

    "Ash, what's happening? Are you out there?"

    More panicked fiddling with the handle but it still wouldn't open. I was stuck.

    "ASH!"

    My voice rang out so loud that I blasted my own ears, yet I still didn't receive a response from anyone. It was all just quiet. Too quiet.

    I huddled myself closer to the door and placed one ear against it.

    That confirmed it. I couldn't hear a single goddamn thing outside. Not just the normal things either, there was no ambiance. Crickets chirping, wind blowing - outside through my bedroom window, it was raining - I couldn't hear the rain.

    It was the purest form of silence there was, and that could only mean one thing.

    "Magic."

    The beating of my heart was threatening to burst out of my chest. I didn't know what else to do besides continue to try and pry the door open. My throat was dry and I felt it slowly constrict.

    The Matriarch made me her eight, didn't she?

    But why? How? Ash has taken every precaution, her blood was everywhere in my room! How did she smell mine through all that?!

    "Why did I get chosen?" I hissed, teeth grinding against each other, as I mustered the strength for one last pull.

    Deep breaths, squeezing the handle tight, I clenched my jaw - and pulled.

    And it flew open.

    I was flung backward by my own strength and as a result I was laid flat on my ass, the door handle still in my hands. Apparently I managed to detach it from the door.

    There was no time to waste.

    Immediately I got up and traversed the doorway. I didn't even make it five steps out my bedroom door before something else stopped me in my tracks.

    Something sharp pierced my foot. I looked down and instantly took a step back, gasping.

    The floor was littered with glass shards and broken pieces of furniture. Everything, from the living room, to the kitchen, all has been torn, broken, crushed, ripped and everything else in between.

    But that wasn't what shocked me the most.

    "Ash…" I muttered.

    She stood in the middle of it all, the piercing green glow of her eyes staring back at mine, with the most expressionless of faces. Small bits of glass clung to her fingers, her hands carried her sword, and in front of her was a coffee table, sliced cleanly in half down the middle.

    "Did you…" I trailed off. That wasn't the question I needed to ask. I started again. "What happened to you?"

    

    No answer again. Instead Ash, unblinking, sword in hand, shambled out of the living room, her direction set towards the front doorway.

    I called out to her again but it was as if she couldn't hear me. She was getting closer to the door, I had to do something.

    I began to move, I followed her, reaching out, nearly grabbing her shoulder.

    "Ash, can you please - !"

    There was a blur of movement, movement that my eyes couldn't follow, and the next thing I knew, there was a crushing sensation wrapped around my throat. I tried to take a breath and I gagged.

    Ash, one-handed, suspended me in the air by my throat. From the vacant green of her eyes, through her disregard of my pleas, and the small puncture wounds laying bare at the base of her neck, was when I finally understood.

    I wasn't the eighth victim.

    "Ash…" I mustered through fading breath, saliva dribbling down my chin. "Stop it… please."

    The pressure intensified further. My vision began to fade.

    "Master…"

    I felt myself drop to the floor, and at once I started wheezing and coughing violently, able to take deep heavy breaths once more. The pain in my neck was unbearable. But that would have to wait.

    Ash stared down at me for a moment, I saw her lips move… but she didn't say another word.

    She turned away from me.

    "Ash, don't…" My voice was hoarse, my vocal chords stung. I didn't care. "Don't do this."

    Ash opened the front door.

    "Come back."

    The front door closed shut and Ash was gone from sight.

    "Goddamn it!"

    I felt my fist slammed against the floorboards but I didn't feel any pain, I didn't have time to feel pain. I scrambled to my feet and sprinted out after her outside.

    But Ash wasn't there.

    I looked around, searched the corridors of the apartment, the sealed-off doorway of Amanda's, still I couldn't find anything.

    Ash had disappeared into thin air.

    The Matriarch had claimed her eighth victim tonight.

    Ten minutes of searching and nothing cropped up. There was nothing I could do. I entered my bedroom once again, completely at a loss for words.

    Why did this happen? Why her? Why the hell is this happening?!

    "It's a dream… it's a bad dream…" I heard myself say. "I'm going to wake up now, anytime… come on… please!"

    I didn't wake up. This was real.

    What do I do, then?! What can I do?! I can't search for her myself, I wouldn't know where to start! I wouldn't be able to do anything either way - I'm powerless!

    Ash lifted me off my feet with no effort, could have easily snapped my neck as well if she wanted to. If I can't handle her, how was I supposed to deal with the Matriarch myself?!

    Help. I needed help. But who?

    I fell onto the bed and that was when I found my answer. In the corner of my eye, I spotted it. The small paper card atop my bedside table.

    In an instant, I reached out for it and held it out in front of my eyes.

    <<Irene Madison>>

    At this point, in these circumstances, at this time - I'll take any help that I can get.

  
    Chapter 15: Irene Madison, Detective

    "You said you lived alone."

    My left hand slowly brushed across the soreness of my throat. A heavy pressure lingered on it like a phantom sensation, as if Ash still had her hand around my neck.

    I doubt it'll ever subside anytime soon.

    The detective, Irene, who was up until this point pacing around the aftermath of my apartment stopped in her tracks, a piercing gaze at my direction.

    "Who was she?" she asked.

    The only piece of furniture that was spared in Ash's wake was my favourite armchair. Bloodstained, fabric torn on one end, yet it was still standing tall. When anxiety and worry striked, that armchair would always calm me down.

    Right then, I was melting in its soft embrace, but my unease wouldn't die down.

    I took a heavy breath and met the detective's eyes.

    "She's a friend. She was staying over, just for a few days."

    Irene combed away a loose strand of hair from her face. An unprompted call at 5:30 in the morning about a person's disappearance wouldn't give anyone much time to make themself look presentable, even less so for a detective like her. It's no wonder she looked so disheveled.

    "A friend, huh…" Irene marched over to my bedroom and had a look around. "How close were you two?"

    "Not that close."

    "Yet close enough that you'll let her stay over at your apartment, hm? Too pretty of a face to deny?"

    Sleep deprived, half-awake, yet her mind was as sharp as ever. It took a while to find an answer to that.

    "A favor. I was just doing her a -"

    "If you'd like, I can give you some time to come up with a more convincing lie than that," Irene said, appearing from out the bedroom doorway with a stern look on her face. "Or would you rather prefer to start telling me the truth now instead?"

    I felt my lips tightened. Ash was right, I'm a terrible liar.

    "What gave me away?"

    "A couple of days," she said, towering over me with her arms crossed. "If she's staying over, I highly doubt any girl would like wearing the same sweaty clothes for days in a row. No luggage, no bag. I didn't come here to get lied to. You give me something now, otherwise I might have to add another name to my list of suspects."

    "You think it was me? Yeah, I broke every single piece of furniture in my apartment and kidnapped my friend. Case closed."

    "I'm not thinking anything," Irene unfolded her arms. "Not until I hear what you really have to say."

    Police officers were beginning to funnel through my front door. I heard sirens, saw the flash of blue-red blinking on my walls. This was really happening. Why was this happening?

    Mythical beings, fantasy worlds, magical abductions… what part of any of that would sound like the truth to her? Lies were all I had to give.

    "Detective, with all due respect, you'd be far better off interrogating my broken coffee table than to listen to what I have to say."

    I heard her click her tongue and expel a heavy breath. I've annoyed her, but I didn't care. It's better than having her think I was a crazy person with crazy delusions.

    Yet still, she won't back down.

    "Try me, then," she said. "You'd be surprised at just how far I'm able to suspend my disbelief."

    "Not far enough…"

    Her gaze on mine wouldn't tear away. The way she looked at me, how her black eyes briefly shimmered to a crimson red from which I assume was from the glow of siren lights. It made me want to just let out with it all. The truth was at the tip of my tongue, my lips were trembling with the yearning to speak it.

    Her eyes were unusually red.

    I sighed and nudged my head at her. "Your guys want to speak to you."

    Irene blinked, then turned the other way. Two other officers were standing awkwardly behind her, evidently playing nice and not wanting to interrupt, that was until I pointed them out to her.

    Now she's got other things to address. Good, I needed some time for myself.

    She groaned and shook her head, but whatever those officers wanted seemed urgent, so begrudgingly she went with them, turning to me before she left, saying, "Stay where you are, don't move, I'll be back. I have a feeling that whatever you're hiding is what I really want to hear."

    Not like I can even move anywhere with all these policemen stomping about all over my property. Nothing I could do besides watch them pour in, examining every speck in the apartment.

    The blood, the salt, the broken shards of glass and bits of wood, the torn furniture, my blood-stained bed, all of them raised questions, and all of those questions were usually directed at me.

    One by one, they would come and question about this and that. By their tone, I could tell that they don't buy that I was just a pure innocent bystander in all this.

    But what can I say?

    A Vampire Matriarch took my friend who is also an Elf-Knight from a video game world and I need your help in rescuing her.

    Even to me that sounded stupid.

    Those questions that sounded accusatory, I left it with silence. If they decided to push further, I would say nothing more besides, "I will only speak to the detective." For some reason, that's the line that gets them to back off.

    Eventually dawn was breaking and night was fading. The cops that came at a dozen slowly dwindled down to just a fair few. Irene being one of them.

    Curious neighbours passing by on their way to their daily routine would peer at all the commotion. Some would stay and get questioned, mostly by Irene. I think I even caught a glimpse of my other next-door neighbour, the one I've never seen before. Can't tell for sure though, but I think she wore glasses.

    Eventually, the police exhausted all that was left to investigate. The only thing left for them to do was to seal off my apartment door. After all, It was a crime scene now.

    I knew I'd be told to leave… I didn't want to. I wanted to stay. But I knew there was no convincing anybody once I saw who'd be the person to break that news to me.

    True to her word, Irene returned with a look of resolution on her face. There was nobody else in the apartment now aside from me and her, and judging from the way she carried herself towards myself, I don't think it was purely a coincidence that she was the last one here.

    Here comes more questions.

    "You can't stay here," she said, bending over to level with me, "I'm sure you already know that."

    "I don't have anywhere else," I said, my voice hoarse from fatigue.

    "Find a place, anyplace. Rent a motel room, pack some essentials. Give it a few weeks, you'll get your apartment back."

    "And how about them?" I looked into her eyes, they were black now. "How close are you to finding whoever did this? Do you have a clue?"

    "If you want an honest answer, then the answer is no, I don't," she said. "But I'm guessing you do and by proxy, I'm guessing your friend did too."

    This again. We're back to the same question.

    "Forget it, detective. There's absolutely no way you'll - "

    "There are blood trails everywhere in your apartment. None of the other victims have that."

    

    "Like I said - "

    Interrupted again, Irene continued.

    "Salt too. They seem to go in the same direction. Around your bedside especially… there's a lot of that there."

    I was starting to get a little annoyed now. "You wouldn't believe me even if I say it."

    "A vampire ward, is that what you're trying to get at?" said Irene, looking as nonchalant as ever.

    For a moment, I thought my ears were mistaken. Did she really say what I thought she said? I was so taken aback, I couldn't even form a sentence, all I could muster out of my lips was a tiny, breathless, "What?"

    "A Vampire Matriarch to be exact," continued Irene, acting as if all was normal. "Explains the salt, explains the blood. If I had to guess… your friend spoke some incantations as well, didn't she?"

    The way the tables were turned on me, so suddenly and so abrupt. My mind just couldn't comprehend it. What happened to having no clue? What happened to having no idea what's going on?

    "How the heck…" My voice trailed away.

    The rays of the sun shined past my shattered window, basking her figure in a glow of bright light that momentarily blinded me from sight.

    When I next opened them again, I was staring directly at her, face to face, and I saw again her pupils in the color of stark crimson. No police sirens this time to change them that way. Her eyes were now fully red.

    That doesn't just happen. In a normal world grounded in reality, that'll never happen.

    Protruding past her lips, sharp pointed fangs laid bare at either side. It immediately clicked for me and I felt my breath stiffen.

    There I was, staring at her, the stern no-nonsense detective, as if I was truly seeing her for the first time ever.

    "You're a vampire…" I muttered.

    "Close," she said, her enthralling red eyes reflecting back my shocked expression. "I'm a demon actually."

    I felt my jaw drop. "What the hell."

    And to continue the streak of first times, she cracked a smile at me.

    "Nice pun," she said.

  
    Chapter 16: Fantasy And Reality 

    "Last week… I met an Elf."

    Irene's car had this peculiar aroma to it. From the moment I've entered the front passenger seat, the fragrance pervaded my nostrils and tingled my mind.

    I wouldn't say I particularly disliked it. In fact, the smell was good… perhaps too good. Intoxicating, like I couldn't get enough of it. In fact, it smelled just like her.

    It was arousing. She was arousing.

    "If you smell that, ignore it," Irene said, maintaining her eyes on the road. "You're one sentence down… Now I wanna hear the rest of the story."

    If she was trying to get me to simply brush it off, it wasn't working. The smell only seems to intensify with every second. I had to know what it was, it felt like I would lose my goddamn mind if I didn't. It was driving me crazy - she was driving me crazy!

    Thankfully through sheer force of will, I managed to restrain myself enough to calmly ask her about it.

    "Is that smell coming from you?"

    Irene sighed, and shifted gears.

    "Succubus. Roll down a window if you have to - you'll get used to it. You're in my car, closed space, it's only natural… Just try not to assault me while you're in here."

    The moment I whirred down my window and took in the sweet, sweet breath of fresh air, I started to calm down again, at least composed enough to form another question.

    "Succubus? I thought you were a demon?"

    "Just how many demon types do you think are there?

    "If you had asked me that ten minutes ago I would have said none," I took in another deep breath. "So you're really a succubus? What I'm feeling right now… that thing is -"

    "Yes, I'm a succubus - yes, you're probably feeling really horny now - yes, that's my story. Now can we get back to yours, please?"

    "Right, sorry…" I cleared my throat. "So anyway, yeah… last week, I met this Elf in a dumpster..."

    It took only ten minutes to recount the story so far to Irene. I told her pretty much everything there was to say. How I met Ash, how she helped sort out my problems, how she suspected vampire involvement in the kidnappings, and how bizarre her appearance was.

    When I got to the part about where Ash came from, that's when we hit a roadblock - metaphorically, of course. Out of all the outlandish things I've told her, which, up to this point she accepted without question, this was the one that got her staring at me in disbelief.

    "This Ash girl is from a video game?"

    It was my turn to be shook, I stared at her with disbelief of my own. "Aren't you?"

    "Don't know about you, but I seem pretty real to me. If I was from a video game, I think I would have noticed."

    "But… but…" Now I'm sputtering, that's how befuddled this whole situation has gotten me. "How would you know about the Matriarch, then? Her entire species came from the game."

    "One puzzle piece after another, isn't it?" Irene shook her head. "Vampires came over from where I did. Kronocia. They're a subspecies of a race called Elidna. This is a first I've heard of a Matriarch passing over to this world though.

    Subspecies of a race called Elidna. Now, where have I heard that before?

    "The wiki page for the game says the same thing," I said, pulling out my phone from a duffel bag I stored in the backseat. "Yeah, there it is right there."

    Irene slowed to a stop at a nearby parking lot and took the phone from my hands. She didn't waste any time in reading the many blocks of texts laid on the screen before her, muttering under her breath as she did.

    Meanwhile, I was going absolutely nuts just trying to work out the contradictions in information we were having here.

    Ash was from a video game. Irene claims she wasn't. Ash said Asteria. Irene said Kronocia. A Matriarch had come from Ash's world, and I believe her on that. Irene said the Matriarch came from hers, and I highly doubt she would lie about something like that.

    So just what the fuck was going on here?

    "How can a work of fiction have the same description and the same type of species as your world? How is that possible?"

    The rumbling of the car engine had died down. Irene had stopped the car.

    "We're here," she said, flinging the phone back over to me.

    "Where's here?"

    I looked through the fogged windshield to find that we were directly across from a small motel that was practically deserted. From first glance it looked as if it was already abandoned, it might as well be, considering appearance-wise it wasn't exactly five-star material.

    

    "Are you sure you got the right place?" I asked.

    Irene, who had already gotten out of the car, merely rolled her eyes at me. "I said I'd find you a place to stay, not treat you like a prince. Get out of the car, let's go."

    We walked side by side towards the main lobby area, the rotted and decaying wooden door squeaking loudly as we swung it open.

    "You got some money for a room?" She asked.

    "Really? You're serious?" I said, staring away at the state of neglect that the entire building was in. "They should be the ones paying me to stay here. I mean, look at that - the paint is practically falling off the wall there!"

    "Do you have the money or not?"

    "Well, here's the thing right, I wouldn't exactly call myself financially stable at the moment, detective."

    She groaned. "Nevermind, forget it, I'll deal with it," Her eyes wandered to the side, and spotted a person behind a counter who I surmised to be the manager of the motel. "Wait here," she told me.

    I obliged, so I stood there, watching as she made her way over to him and in the time it took for her to get from point A to point B, I noticed her make some subtle tweaks both to her appearance and mannerisms.

    It was a seamless transition the way she did it.

    Now, I have seen her march around in my apartment enough times to know that she had this rather disciplined, militarian way of pacing about like she was in a parade or something… not here though.

    The way she daintily walked along the hallway, how every step seemed so delicate and brimming with elegance, how her hips swayed so enticingly, it was hard to keep your eyes off her.

    Her hair, which before was kept prim and proper in a bun, now cascaded gracefully down her waist in locks of hazel brown. She did the thing too, where you'd place one side of your bangs over an ear, which I'm sure would send any man's heart fluttering just by the look of it.

    And to top it all off, the final touches for a breathtaking view, Irene unclasped two buttons from her uniform, accentuating and drawing much attention to her surprisingly voluptuous breasts.

    By the time she got to the manager, he was already red in the face and stammering over his words as he tried to ask her, "C-can I help you?"

    In a gaze so sly, in a smirk so devilish, and in a voice so sickly sweet, she answered him, her eyes dazzling red once more.

    "Why yes, yes you can…"

    "H-how can I - ?"

    "A simply tincy wincy little favor," she said softly, her fingers slowly caressing the side of his face. "You'll do that for me, won't you?"

    I saw the manager pull at his tie, he was practically sweating bullets right then.

    I gulped.

    Succubi are damn scary, man...

  
    Chapter 17: A Change Of Scenery 

    Sporadic cracks spread across the paper-thin walls, a dusty table stand with an even dustier CRT Television placed atop of it. Fronting it was a rickety, ancient-looking king size bed that looked as if the bedsheets have never been changed since the late 1800s.

    I flicked on the switch for the lights. Goddamn thing barely even lights up… flickering on and off like a strobe light.

    "You told them to give us their best room, right?" I said to Irene beside me as I stepped into my new place of residence for the next couple of days.

    Irene now back to her stern, no-nonsense self, simply flung my duffel bag onto the bed which began to creak from the weight of it.

    "I'm not charming my way up the ladder for you," She said, tying her hair back into a bun. "Get inside before I have you sleeping in a dumpster."

    Should have bought disinfectant. I don't even dare check out the toilet. Who knows what eldritch horrors they have stored in there. The air had this disgusting damp smell to it, walking in, I felt myself shivering with goosebumps.

    "I can feel the cockroaches already," I muttered.

    "You're whining again," She said, her tone getting sharper. "I didn't bring you here so you can point out the faults in the service industry, just do what I told you to do… like we agreed."

    Irene unzipped the bag and pulled out a few essential things for me. My laptop being one, my charger the other, the last…

    "I don't remember putting that in my bag," I said, staring at the small object she held between her fingers.

    "That's because you didn't. I did."

    Irene tossed me the object and I felt it plopped into my hand - hard.

    It looked like an amulet of sort, carved out of a material that I couldn't quite place. It looked like wood, but it wasn't wood. Felt like metal, but it wasn't metal. And it had this warmth to it, as if it was breathing.

    I looked up back at her. "This is…?"

    "Wear it. I had it made before I left Kronocia. It's a charm filled with my essence. Break it any way you can if you feel like your life is in danger, it'll summon me to your location right away."

    From dealing with mob bosses to dealing with vampires and magic. Wow you've really outdone yourself this time, didn't you, me? Keep this up and you'll be dealing with the end of the world before you know it.

    The warmth of the amulet pressed against my chest. "Done."

    It was actually quite hard to ignore how loose it was swinging around my neck. But I'll stifle all complaints if it meant that this amulet would wind up saving me one day.

    Across from me, Irene pulled back her sleeve and stared down at her wristwatch. "I have to go."

    My eyebrows raised up. "Already?"

    Irene was already making great strides towards the exit, turning to me once to say, "Just do your job, learn all you can. I'll be back in the evening. Afterwards we can - "

    "Wait!" I said, reaching out for her hand, which turned out to be a horrible idea, because the very second our fingertips touched, I felt instant uncontrollable arousal.

    Immediately, I let go. Too late though. My raging libido was here to stay, pitching up a solid tent in my jeans, which I quickly tried to hide from view.

    "I forgot about that," I whispered to her, going red in the face with shame, or maybe it was excitement, or perhaps a strange mixture of both. "Succubus, right…"

    "Mmm-hmm," Irene merely stared at me with indifference.

    Thankfully, all it took was a deep breath of the musty air to diminish my raging flames of desire enough to ask her my question.

    "So that's all I have to do?" I said, nudging at my laptop that was resting on the bed. "Play the game, report back to you if I find anything interesting?"

    "Why do you think I'm coming back in the evening?"

    "And you?"

    "Crime scene, reports, logs, evidence gathering. I don't carry this badge around for nothing, you know?"

    Wow, my stupidity is unrivaled. Now I have no other response other than to stupidly nod my head in understanding.

    Irene continued her way out the door, her figure now standing idly by the exit, reaching for the handle and gradually swinging it to a close.

    "Hold on!" I heard myself say before I could stop.

    She stopped in her tracks, staring straight at me with unblinking eyes.

    "What is it?" Irene asked.

    

    Hesitation. My lips opened, but nothing would come out. Because to say it, would be to relive it, to relive it, would be to confirm it. In a span of a few, short hours, I have undergone the most surreal experience of my life so far.

    Nothing had really settled in for me yet. Not the pain, not the circumstances, not even the repercussion.

    Nothing, except for the fear. Nothing, except for the worry. The thought of it was suffocating alone.

    Remembering it was even worse… the way her green eyes glimmered in the moonlight. So empty and so void of life. The way she shambled out the doorway without a single word spoken, without even turning back once.

    How she could have killed me without a second thought.

    That's what scared me the most.

    Not the fact that she was missing, not the fact that she almost killed me. No, I was scared because there was absolutely nothing I could do besides watch her do it.

    I saw her go, and that was all I could do.

    Resigned to just simply, powerlessly, watch her disappear from sight.

    I'm scared because if I couldn't do anything then, why would I be able to do anything now?

    The prospect of actually finding her, as the seconds ticked by, slowly began to shift away from the realms of definitive absolutes and into the uncharted territories of 'maybe's and 'perhaps's', gradually edging closer to what I dread to admit, that Ash had gone forever.

    I don't want that. Not one bit. I looked at Irene again, and forced away all my reluctance.

    "It's Ash," I said, finally finding my voice. "It's just… you know I'm worried. We wait too long, it might be too late. If we somehow make it, if we find the Matriarch, then what? What can I do? Is there anything useful I can do at all? Against vampires, against magic, what on earth can I possibly do that will somehow help save Ash from all this?"

    Irene surely must have seen it all, felt it all. My apprehension, my fears, the look on my face. The way she stood frozen there in silence, yes… surely she must have understood how I felt.

    I looked at her, she looked at me, then she slammed the door shut in my face without much of a word of warning, but not before I heard her say one last thing, mid-swing, her response to my worries before her heels carried her into the elevator and out the motel door.

    "Play the game, you idiot."

  
    Chapter 18: The Tale Of Asteria

    Chronicles of Asteria was a long game. Longer than I would have expected, or wanted it to be, especially given the current circumstances I was in.

    Even after skimming through the prologue and the character creation menu, there was still another four hours worth of tutorial before I've made any progress into the main story.

    In Asteria, you take on the role of a reincarnated hero whose soul has been flung from the past and into the present, in order to stop the rise of a great evil whose corruption has been spreading across the land for decades.

    Fairly typical fantasy story fluff right there.

    What wasn't fairly typical, however, far from what I was expecting, was the name the game gave to the main protagonist.

    Leonardo.

    The dream I had last night, which was all but forgotten up to this point, started to surface back to the forefront of my thoughts.

    Was this just coincidence? I mean, a lot of fantasy heroes have these kinds of names right? Maybe my brain just so happened to like the name Leonardo and used it.

    Perhaps… perhaps.

    Then it was next revealed that the great evil that plagued the lands was an all-powerful demon queen called Terestra.

    Okay, now I'm getting a bit creeped out.

    Leonardo and Terestra… What do these two have anything to do with me? Why did I dream about them? And why in the form of my parents? They look nothing like them in the game.

    I came looking for answers and instead I ended up with more questions. How far does this rabbit hole go?

    For now questions can wait. Finding information in the game took priority above all else.

    So far though, information was spread out thin. All I got so far was that the game took place in a world called Asteria, you're a hero from the past, you've been summoned by the king, and he has given his best knight as a companion to you to assist you throughout your journey.

    The moment I heard that, I thought it was Ash. It wasn't… but the best archer throughout all the lands wasn't a bad deal either. He was a pretty charming party member, at least.

    Fast forward a couple of trivial quests later, I finally got my first taste of action. A village was under attack by a servant of Terestra, and it was up to me and the archer guy to stop them.

    Slimes, goblins, before the quest, was all I have been killing up to that point.

    Not this time.

    The journey to the raided village was brimming with all sorts of monstrosities. All twisted, malformed creatures of flesh and blood, making shrieks and curls ripped straight out of a horror game. The general ambiance of the game also took a turn for the worst as soon as night fell over.

    Fighting these wicked creatures in the darkness made for some heart-pounding moments, let me tell you that. I couldn't count how many times I've nearly died.

    Once we got to the village, I finally understood what all those reviews for the game meant when they said it gets dark.

    Asteria does not hold back when it comes to violence and gore.

    Puddles of blood spilling over severed human limbs, detached heads skewered onto spikes. Nightmarish creatures feasting on survivors screaming for dear life.

    "What the hell?" I heard myself say.

    Archer guy suggested to find the servant as fast as we can and put a stop to the massacre. I readily agreed, charging past burnt houses and growling monsters in the dozen. Moving and moving, until suddenly, a cutscene started playing.

    I found the servant.

    The scene started out with a villager with a sword pierced through his throat, sobbing and pleading for dear life through gurgled words as he choked on his own blood, before the sword shot upwards, slicing his head vertically in half.

    Blood from the now dead villager dribbled over to a stop at Leonardo's feet, his eyes staring with loathing towards the wielder of the blade, clutching his own tightly, fingers twitching in anger.

    "I won't let you get away with this!" Leonardo growled, readying to a stance. "You servant of evil!"

    Laughter could be heard from all around. Mad, derisive, laughter. The lips of the servant spread wide from ear to ear, licking the blood that had splattered onto their face.

    "Evil?" A voice of a woman spoke out. "Evil implies that the actions I've taken were immoral."

    The camera panned to the servant's eyes. Bright, emerald eyes. I held a breath.

    "Tell me, o' great chivalrous one, what do you find so immoral about death?"

    "I could ask the same thing," Leonardo took a step forward. "Where's the morality in the unjust killing of innocents?"

    "Unjust? No, no, no - everything has their reasons for being."

    "And what reason is that?"

    Another cackle of madness, and the servant bared her teeth with an open smile.

    "How should I know?" she said. "I'm but a lowly servant after all."

    Faster than the eye could see, Leonardo was sent flying with a single punch to the abdomen, bashing against the side of a concrete wall, and sinking to the floor.

    

    Such speed, such strength… I had a sinking feeling in my gut now, and I didn't like it.

    The servant appeared again, her foot against Leonardo's chest, slowly placing pressure in increments before the sound of bone snapping could be heard, causing Leonardo to expel out an agonizing scream.

    "I know you…" The servant faintly whispered. "Terestra spoke of you."

    Leonardo strained himself to respond, his face flinching with pain. "Did she now? Well tell her… tell her… I'm coming for her."

    "I know you will," she withdrew her foot, taking a few steps back from him. "It is as she wished for, after all."

    "What do you… what do you mean?" said Leonardo, clutching his chest and sitting upright.

    "She wants to meet her equal. The would-be hero that had come to put an end to her. Dying… well, I won't end you yet, not here, not now. She will meet you first. You, and no one else."

    At that moment, an arrow whizzed through the air and grazed past the servant's cheek.

    "Leonardo!" cried a voice in the distance, footsteps at rapid approach. The Archer guy stopped a few meters away and readied his bow again. "Run now! I'll keep her busy!"

    Both Leonardo and I knew what was coming next, dreaded it, knowing how fast the enemy moved. Wide-eyed, Leonardo raised his hand forward signaling him to stop.

    "No, don't - !"

    Too late was his warning.

    A snap resounded aloud through the smoke and fire.

    Through the eyes of Leonardo, I watched the Archer's body slump forward to the ground with a thud. Saw the blood spurting out by the stump of his neck.

    His head, his hair… swinging limply in the servant's clutches, dripping a trail of blood as she made her way back towards Leonardo.

    On the Archer's face still lingered the ghost of his last expression - shock and horror.

    "Just… who are you?" said Leornardo breathlessly.

    Through his eyes once more, I saw the servant flung his head at his lap. Saw the wicked smile still plastered on her face.

    For the first time, the servant's appearance came into full view.

    Adorned in armor coated deeply in the blood of dozens, wielding a long silver blade that was all too familiar. Long flowing silver hair tainted in red. Her eyes… those unmistakable green eyes of hers, brimming with malice and wickedness that I have never seen on her before.

    But what confirmed it all for me… were her ears. The long, narrow, pointed ears of an elf.

    From beyond the glow of the laptop screen, the Elf-Knight from another world stared back at me, licking the blood of her most recent victim off her lips.

    "I'm Eshwlyn of the Old Guard. Servant to the Demon Lord Terestra at your service."

    This was Ash. And this was her story.

  
    Chapter 19: Exchanging Information

    Irene didn't return that evening, nor did she arrive at all the next morning.

    Something major must have happened, something really bad. But what that something was, I didn't know… I couldn't know. Despite the motel existing in the technological era of the 21st century, the internet service was downright atrocious.

    Nothing would load, nothing would play. My cellphone lacked any service as well. Can't check the news… can't go to the internet. I was blind to any happenings that might have occurred, left confined to a bedroom, resigned to just simply sitting idly by… waiting. As always.

    So I did the only thing I was still able to do, I continued playing.

    After Leonardo's close brush with death, Ash… I mean, Eshwlyn went ahead and laid waste to what was left of the village, leaving Leonardo unconscious on the ground but alive.

    Thus ends the prologue chapter of Chronicles Of Asteria.

    The real game only truly started after Leonardo had awoken to the care of some kind and benevolent passersby. From there you are left to your own devices, stranded in the middle of nowhere with no objective to strive for other than from the one you originally started out with.

    Stop Terestra.

    How are you supposed to do that? Game says it's up to you.

    You build your own team, you discover their stories, you explore the world. Do everything you can before Asteria is plunged into disaster.

    From dusk till dawn that was all I have been doing. Grinding, farming, surviving. By the time the clock struck 9 in the morning, I had already leveled up a considerable amount, recruited 2 brand new party members - a mage and a paladin - yet my main progress through the story had grinded to a halt.

    Asteria was divided into 6 different regions. Each region was ruled and dominated by a loyal servant of Terestra. So 6 places to save and 6 servants to kill, each progressively stronger than the last.

    So far I haven't even managed to free one yet. The servants were just that powerful. Or maybe I just sucked that bad. Yeah, I probably just suck at the game. So I was stuck, for the time being, gaining no new info, and losing precious time in reality.

    Didn't learn anything more about Eshwlyn besides that initial encounter either, nor did I learn much else about the Matriarch, besides a small codex entry and a small story about a Matriarch called Amelia from a party member, even then, it was information I already knew… Ash already told me.

    Salt is a repellant, illusion incantations to hide yourself from them, they steer away from tainted blood and feast exclusively on virgins.

    Killing them is downright impossible.

    Nothing new, except a peculiar question that struck me over a quick breakfast session at the motel's dining area.

    If Ash's blood is tainted… Then why did the Matriarch choose her over me to be her eighth victim, despite me being a true bonafide virgin? Going by what's been established, I should have been the one taken instead, so why wasn't it me?

    Fortunately, I wasn't left wondering about this alone. Afternoon came with Irene's arrival at my doorstep, barging in the room like she owned the place, and settling onto the armchair by the side.

    "You're late," I said, looking over at her from the bed, the laptop on my lap.

    "You're tired," she replied, resting her face on her arm. "Didn't sleep?"

    "How can I?"

    Irene shrugged her shoulders.

    "So what happened to you?" I asked. "You're a whole 18 hours late from when we're supposed to meet."

    "Later," she waved her hand away. "What have you got for me? What have you learned?"

    "Ash is a virgin."

    There I was, over 24 hours since a good night's rest, barely running on fumes. Could I have worded that differently? Perhaps. But then that would require spending some more brainpower thinking of words… brain power I did not have.

    Thankfully, aside from being a little taken aback, Irene barely even reacted. Deep down though, I knew. I'm an itty bitty pervert man now. Guess I better start explaining before she puts me on a sexual offenders list.

    "Okay, and you're telling me this…?" Irene urged.

    "The ritual Ash did in my apartment using her blood, well clearly it didn't work. The only reason why it ended up failing was because she was actually a virgin. For some reason she thought her blood was impure so she spread it around, not realizing that what she ended accomplishing instead was making the entire apartment a big, red bullseye for a Matriarch."

    "The Elf's a virgin, alright. Anything else?"

    There it was again, the sharp piercing twinge of guilt. Only thing missing now was the feeling of uselessness… and there it was, right on time. I just can't bear the stare Irene gave me, like she was actually expecting something out of me.

    Rightfully so too, I've been playing for a day straight. I gotta have something, right?

    "That's it," I told her, feeling absolutely furious with myself.

    "Oh."

    As expected, that 'oh' was laced with disappointment. There was this awkwardness in the air now, which was swiftly shattered once Irene decided to change the subject.

    "There wasn't a ninth victim last night," she said.

    That got me perking up, flushing away the guilt in my system, and filling it with surprise.

    "That's good, right?" I said.

    "That's bad."

    Surprised turned to confusion. "How so?"

    Now she had my undivided attention, both eyes on her with Asteria left on pause. That's when I realized a couple of glaring things. Like that cut on her shoulder, the rip on her pants… and the dried-out blood smeared on her forehead with her eyes glowing a bright red just right below.

    Immediately I flung my laptop to the side and made a beeline towards her direction, saying breathlessly as I did, "Did you attack someone?"

    "Technically, I defended. She attacked," Irene stared at me grimly. "I was supposed to be the ninth victim."

    I had a closer look at her wounds, they weren't too bad. Still, a wound is a wound, and the habit of keeping medical aid in close proximity was battered into my head thanks to mom, so I headed for my duffel bag, where I kept a kit.

    "And you escaped? You weren't zombified or anything? How did you manage that?" I asked, rummaging through my stuff.

    "Oh, you know… a punch here, a kick there. I had her on the ropes, actually."

    I raised an eyebrow.

    

    "Alright, she nearly got me. The only reason I'm still here now was because of sheer luck. Since I know now what we're dealing with here, I took some precautions of my own, and lucky for me, they paid off."

    "The only thing I took from that was the fact that you were attacked, and if you were attacked that means you're a - "

    "Yeah, I'm a virgin," Irene said, shrugging her shoulders again. "That really much of a surprise?"

    "I've just never really heard of a virgin succubus before is all."

    She scoffed at me. "Please, you've never heard of a succubus at all until yesterday."

    "Fair point," I said, crouching down before her, medkit in hand. "So why is this a bad thing? You've escaped her, didn't you?"

    When she didn't answer, I looked up at her to find that she was staring at me with a confused sort of expression.

    "What are you doing?" She asked.

    I held the medkit up a little higher so that she could see. "Patching you up, why?"

    "You're going to have to touch me for that, you know?"

    "Yeah, I know... and?"

    Without another word, Irene slowly stretched her hand out over to me and I began treating it silently while listening to her speak.

    "I had a good look at her last night. The Matriarch does not look her best at all. Probably another reason why I didn't get zombified as well. She's starved, she's feeble… that makes her dangerous."

    There was a small hiss of pain as I poured disinfectant over a wound, but she continued on, wincing.

    "Matriarchs drink virgin blood, they fill them but they don't satisfy them. Not until they find the right blood type, the longer they go without it, the more unhinged they become. They get weaker but they get more aggressive, take more risks. I wouldn't be surprised if the abduction count goes from one victim a night to two."

    "So that means we need to stop her as soon as possible then," I said, wiping the blood from her forehead.

    "I'm afraid we've already run out of time," Irene's eyes changed back to their usual black, and from within I saw a hint of fear. "I denied her meal last night. She's frenzied."

    "What does that mean?"

    Irene shook her head. "I don't know about Asteria, but in Kronocia, a frenzied, starved vampire doesn't just feast anymore… they kill - not just once a night, not just twice - they will continue killing until their urges are satisfied. Tonight, we will undergo a massacre the likes of which have never been seen before in this city."

    Midway through patching up her wrist, Irene took a hold of my arm, her face close enough that my face reflected back in her pupils and I saw myself there. I saw, harboring beneath the restraint arousal and perversion - I saw myself scared.

    "Forget the game for now," she whispered. "I need your help to stop this thing. You won't be out of danger, you'll be putting yourself at risk and I might not be able to save you, you might die too… still, can I count on you for this?"

    I look at her… her bandaged injured self, pleading with an expression that had gone soft. Then I thought of Ash… Eshwlyn, whichever her true self really was, and there was no hesitation.

    "Yes."

  
    Chapter 20: The Stakeout 

    Slowly but surely, the sun began to sink beyond the distance. The rays of afternoon light gradually becoming the rays of dusk, casting the skies into an orange tint.

    What was it, like - 5pm right now? Vampire hunting sounded like a colossal task you had to prepare for. I mean, our lives hung in the balance here.

    We should have been preparing, discussing tactics and whatnot. Making contingencies within our contingencies. We should have been… and yet we aren't. Why?

    Because the succubus got hungry.

    Fast forward to present time, there I was in the passenger seat of her car again, while she ordered up some burgers at the take-away driveway.

    "16.50, please," said the cashier by the drive-through window.

    "Oh, gimme a sec," Irene said.

    Bored out of my mind I was, I failed to notice Irene's hand stretching out at me, not until I heard her fake a cough to attract my attention. Once I did though, I was quite taken aback.

    "I'm paying?"

    For an answer, she stretched her hand out even more, her eyes growing sterner with each second her palm was left cashless and empty.

    "Fine…"

    Before I could even have time to offer her the 20 I fished out from my wallet, she already had plucked it from my fingers faster than you can say 'your welcome'.

    As thanks she flashed a not-so-sweet-sweet smile at me, briefly though, her priorities right then were to pay the cashier and get the food, to which she did both at a record pace.

    Pulled over by the parking lot, it didn't take long for her to start wolfing them down like some kind of animal. Big bites, little chews and a lick of her lips.

    Begs the question though…

    "Where's mine?"

    Irene paused mid-way through licking ketchup from her fingertips to turn over at me, a look of bewilderment on her face.

    "You didn't ask," she said.

    "My money."

    "My car," she retorted, delving a hand into the paper bag. "You're welcome to the fries, though."

    Guess I can settle for that.

    For a moment, there was this sense of normalcy as she handed me the carton of fries, only for a moment though, before the utter bizarreness of the situation - eating food with a succubus when we should have been preparing for a vampire attack - had me snapping back to the task at hand.

    "What are we doing here?" I asked.

    Irene took a big mouthful. "Eating," she said through bulged cheeks.

    "Wow, you must be a detective or something."

    Irene rolled her eyes and nudged her head at the windshield. "Look there, don't say anything and keep a close eye at it."

    "Wha - "

    "Do it," she urged while chomping down another mouthful.

    So there I sat, eating some fries in silence, watching people and cars go about their day from the passenger seat. It was obvious we were staking something out, but whatever it was, Irene wasn't telling. Not like she could either, every time I turned to look at her, her cheeks were always bulging with either fries or a burger, maybe even a mixture of both.

    I complied for about thirty minutes, before that sinking feeling of guilt started acting up again. Clearly it'll never go away until I choose to confront it, so I did, turning my eyes to a recently stuffed and drowsy Irene with her arms wrapped around her knees.

    "I really was trying to get some info, you know. I wasn't just messing around in the game. It's just… y'know how games are, they take time."

    "I know," she said, yawning. "You're fine. I'm not upset."

    "Seriously, the prologue took longer than anything else. If it wasn't for that I'd probably would have gotten more info. But no, instead I had to learn all about 'Leonardo the Hero' and 'Terestra the Vile'... really, there's gotta be a better way of introducing - "

    "Say that again."

    I stopped, paused, and blinked. "What?"

    "Leonardo and Terestra. The game really has them?"

    Irene was wide awake now, sitting upright, eager as all hell to hear what I have to say. She was so close to me, in fact, I had to roll down a window just to not spoil the mood with my own 'mood'.

    Still, I was unknowingly sitting on info this whole time that peaked her interest, I wasn't letting a little arousal stop me from explaining to her.

    "You play as Leonardo and follow his story as he attempts to kill the demon queen Terestra. Along the way you meet up with party members and fight the six servants of Terestra, one of which is apparently Ash herself."

    

    She was soaking up all this info like a wet sponge, constantly reiterating everything I said in mutters under her breath, stopping only after she had comprehend everything.

    By the end of it, she was looking quite troubled. I took a guess over what it was.

    "I'm thinking the Matriarch isn't the only thing Asteria and Kronocia have in common, am I right?"

    A hand on her head and her lips in a frown. "Kronocia had a Terestra. She wasn't just a demon queen though, she was Kronocia's God. Everything moved according to her will. Nobody could stop her. Nobody except well… you guessed it, the great hero from the past, Leonardo himself."

    "Too similar for it to be a coincidence," I said. "Something is definitely going on here."

    "I don't remember this six servants thing though… she never had any, certainly no Elves either. They're downright despised in my world."

    "Asteria hated Elves too, though. Ash mentioned it to me."

    "As you said then," said Irene, stretching her arms and back. "This is way more than just coincidence."

    "There's one other thing…"

    "What's that?"

    Something was bugging me. Throughout all this time, as we rambled and discussed on and on… that thought always stayed with me. I simply had to know.

    "Why do you talk about it as if you were there yourself?"

    Whether she anticipated the question or not, she didn't show. Instead she closed her eyes, and let out a sigh.

    "I was. From the summoning of the great hero to Leonardo's and Terestra's initial confrontation. I was there for it all. Why, I must have been around your age when it happened."

    "How old are you now?"

    She smiled faintly. "I stopped keeping track at a 146."

    "So what happened? Did Leonardo manage to kill Terestra?"

    That smile of hers faded away.

    "He died. I didn't even think he stood a chance. That, I wasn't there for. By the time the final battle came, I had already changed worlds. But from what I've heard, the realm of Kronocia is no more. The people, the races, the culture, the history - Terestra had reduced it all to nothingness, along with Leonardo."

    She finished, leaving in her wake, a profound silence that none of us dared break. Unknown to her though, there were pieces in my head that were starting to connect.

    That dream I had in particular… a barren desolate world crumbling to ruins, two people standing across from each other. Leonardo and Terestra. Was that world I saw Kronocia? Or was it Asteria? More importantly though, why did I dream of it then, when I knew nothing of it at that time?

    From the way Asteria's story was going, could the ending really be that too? No matter what Leonardo did in the game, Terestra would reign supreme regardless. Was that it?

    There was one thing I had to confirm now, given everything that had come to light.

    I turned my eyes back to Irene. "So that means… Terestra is dead as well, right? She destroyed the world after all."

    "That's the thing…" The moment I saw her gulping, I felt my heart sink in my chest, confirming the one fear I had over all this. "I don't know."

    "Oh no…"

    She gave a tired sort of chuckle. "Oh no is right... going by her powers, I know full well she couldn't have died from such a thing, I also know she is also fully capable of changing worlds on her own, no external forces necessary."

    "So you're saying she could be here? Right now? In this world? Just wandering around like some kind of ticking time bomb?"

    "Like I said… I don't know. But with all the recent happenings lately - an Elf from a video game, a Matriarch appearing and abducting people - there's no denying that something is definitely happening here."

    It's just one thing after another, isn't it? Half of me felt like it was so much better before when all I had to deal with back then was money troubles and the mob.

    No one said anything about any impending apocalypse during my mid-twenties period. Those bastards in school lied to me.

    Just when I thought things couldn't get weider, it did. I saw it. Down across the street at a sidewalk, almost hidden among the wandering crowds.

    But there was no mistaking it. My pants, my jacket, draped over by long locks of ashen-colored hair. Ears, long and pointed. I choked on a fry just trying to utter her name.

    So I pointed at the windshield and said to Irene in a strangled voice, "It's… Ash. She's… she's right there."

    She instantly looked over to where I was pointing at, and froze upon catching sight of her.

    To my surprise though, there was not a hint of shock on her expression. Irene looked… pleased with herself, smiling wide.

    "I thought so!" She said, her eyes locked on Ash's position.

    "Thought what?" I asked, also watching as Ash wandered into a shambled building at the end of the street.

    "That building your Elf friend just entered," Irene started the car, the engine rumbling to life. "That's where we'll find the Matriarch."

  
    Chapter 21: A Little Clarification

    When the car engine roared to life and Irene's foot stepped onto the pedal, I almost expected and wanted her to barge the car right into the empty building Ash just went into.

    Took the correct turn, the correct street towards its location, but instead of barging in, Irene made a turn in the opposite direction from it, leaving the abandoned lot simply as a shrinking figure at the backseat of the car.

    "Wait, wait!" I shouted, resisting the impulse to turn the car right around myself. "What about Ash? We just saw her there - she's still alive!"

    "There was never a doubt in my mind that she was. Matriarch's do not outright kill their victims, they slowly feed on them until nothing is left but a hollow shell."

    "All the more reason to then!"

    "We have time, relax!" She said, her tone verging on annoyance. "We only came here today because I wanted to confirm the Matriarch's location. I followed her there last night after I was attacked but I lost sight of her before I could find out. I figured one of her puppets might hang about that area, and I figured one of them might be your friend, so I brought you here. Now that we've seen them, now we know and now we can plan."

    "And they hang about - Ash was outside, why exactly?"

    "It's routine," Irene explained. "Vampires are nocturnal. They need puppets in the day to search out for fresh food in their place. To anybody else they look normal, except for the fact that they have no will of their own and they don't speak, well… only to their subjugators, I suppose."

    There was a time not long before this, where I would have been very much doubtful over everything that has happened. Like being explained a vampire's daily life cycle for one, past-me would have shrugged it off and went on with life.

    Now I'm taking all of this in like it was the word of God. Now, instead of shrugging it away, I'm about to ask a question about it. Funny how life works sometimes.

    "If she's going to frenzy," I said. "Why would it be necessary to send out puppets to look for food? Frenzy would mean she couldn't care less about whose neck she gets to sink her teeth into."

    "Correct." she said.

    I saw her lips tightened, her forehead lined with creases. The shake of her head, the sharp hiss through clenched teeth. Bad news. Uh-oh.

    "Two possibilities then. One - I could be wrong about the timeframe and she's not going to frenzy at all meaning it's business as usual, one victim a night."

    "That's the good news," I said, noticing the sun sinking lower down the darkening horizon. "What's the bad?"

    Her hand shook as she shifted gears. "Two - The Matriarch that attacked your friend, and the Matriarch that attacked me aren't the same person. Meaning to say…"

    "Two. You're saying there's two of them?!"

    "The most unlikeliest scenario possible," she said in a quiet voice. "But I know I'm not wrong about the timeframe, I've seen how she looked… and there's no other possible explanation for this, so..."

    

    She trailed away, she didn't have to say anymore. We both already knew what this meant.

    "One Matriarch needed an entire army just to bring her down. At least, that's what the game's codex entry claimed," I said, taking in a gulp of air that was also filled with her scent, except I wasn't affected by it, not this time. "Now you're telling me we have two of them running amok in this city, with one about to frenzy."

    Irene gave a fleeting glance at my direction before turning her eyes back to the road.

    "You're panicking," she said.

    "No shit."

    "You need to relax. Want a kiss?"

    What.

    "What?"

    "A succubus's kiss can put someone in a state of bliss for hours. The longer the kiss, the longer the bliss. Want one? I won't mind. Besides, rumor has it I'm a great kisser."

    Irene said that with such nonchalance I couldn't tell whether she was joking or not. But judging by the way the sternness was gone from her voice and how her eyes had lost that scowl…

    Was I talking to the Detective or the Succubus here? Either way…

    "I'll pass," I told her. "Just tell me what you got planned and I'll calm down."

    I heard her lightly chuckle.

    "A direct kiss from a Succubus is about as rare as a Matriarch herself. You sure you want to pass on that?"

    The conversation just veered into an entirely different direction that was downright bizarre. I'm a bit unsettled by it all, actually.

    I stared at her, mildly taken aback. "You seem very intent on kissing me for some reason. Are you sure it's not you who wants a kiss from me?"

    Another chuckle. "Don't flatter yourself. I just want to make sure you're calm."

    "And kissing me is the best idea you came up with?"

    "Can't help what I am, sorry to say," she said, flashing a sorrowful smile. "But still, kinda stings getting rejected. A normal guy would have already pounced on me before I could get the words out of my mouth. Especially with my scent wafting about all around the place."

    My eyes wandered over to the window, shaking my head. "I kind of have my mind on other things right now. Kissing you, as blissful as it might be, isn't really high up on that list of things, unless…"

    Her reflection stared back at me from the passenger-side window, still lingering that small smile.

    "Unless," I continued in sudden realization. "You needed me calm and happy for a reason."

    "Since when did you get so sharp?"

    "I didn't take you for the type to flirt without a reason," I turned back to face her. "You already have a plan in place, don't you?"

    Her eyes still set on the road, she let out a sigh, but that smile stayed, if only faintly.

    "A plan, yes. Commitment to it? Not as much," she said.

    I tilted my head at her. "Why, what's wrong with it?"

    "Well to start, it's not ethical, it's downright dangerous…" she looked back at me. "And you might refuse."

    "So that's why you want me in bliss," I said. "Can't disagree if I can't think straight."

    "My bad," she said, giving a sigh and arching her eyebrows. "Forgiven?"

    "I already agreed back at the motel, remember? You don't need to be tricking me."

    "That was back when we thought there was only one. I thought… y'know? People get cold feet all the time. I was worried you'd back out."

    I scoffed. "Yeah, like two is going to make much of a difference. Out with it, what do you got? What do I have to do?"

    Since my focus was entirely on Irene at that point, I didn't realize we've already slowed to a stop. Not until she killed the engine and pulled out the keys.

    The motel looked even more foreboding and decrepit in the night light. Crickets were chirping in the silence, traffic on the road had been reduced to the occasionally passing car, and the street lights flickered on at every corner, giving the overall atmosphere a yellowish tinge to it.

    "Can I ask you something?" said Irene.

    "Shoot."

    "Why risk yourself? How are you so committed to this?"

    I shifted in place. "You're trying to say something. What is it?"

    "The Elf," she said, heaving a breath. "You've known her for two weeks. Is that really all the time you need to decide you want to risk your life for her? She's more than just a friend, isn't she?"

    "She's a friend."

    "You took her in, you sheltered her, you fed her, clothed her, taught her, you took care of her."

    "Things that friends do, obviously."

    Irene shook her head. "There's more to it. You like her? Love her? What is she to you really?"

    What is she to me?

    I've never really thought about it.

    Ash the Knight-Elf. The dumpster dwelling, cereal loving, car-obsessive Elf. The girl that had spent most her nights awake, studying this world, watching over me, without a word of complaint.

    A hero of justice. A proper chivalrous knight. Yet also a kind, caring and curious girl.

    Or…

    Eshwlyn the Knight-Elf. The malevolent, cold-hearted, psychotic servant of evil. The girl I've witnessed slaying people, albeit virtual people, in cold-blood, grin wickedly as she tore a man's head off, and laugh derisively as she slowly crushed Leonardo's ribcage.

    If she really did come from the game. Then both actions, at completely opposite sides of the spectrum, were done by the same person. The same Ash.

    Ultimately it came down to one simple question, just who do I think of when I think of Ash? What do I see her as? The girl who's palm I've bandaged in the silence of my room? Or the girl who wouldn't hesitate to dig a blade through someone's gut?

    The disparity between the two personalities was an extreme one. It was not an easy question to answer. I didn't have an answer at all. I needed to look for one, and there's just one place, one person, that I'll get that from.

    Slowly, I drew my gaze back to Irene's.

    "Ash is… well, if it wasn't for her, I might not even have the courage to be so committed in the first place. Who she is… what she is… and who she is to me… I don't know yet. But I know that when I see her again, I'll definitely have my answer. That's why I'm going. I'm curious."

    Irene furrowed her brows. "You might be heading straight to your death, and you're doing it because you're curious about her?"

    "Precisely."

    There was silence for a while, and then…

    "The most cliched answer said in the most cliched way possible, oh boy," Irene sighed. "Alright then, your funeral."

    "Sweet."

    We both got out of the car and headed into the motel with the manager blundering his way towards us to greet Irene with the clumsiest bow ever in mankind's history.

    Like the succubus she is, she let out a playful giggle hidden underneath the palm of her hand, finishing him off with a wink that just sent him all the way to cloud nine.

    The expression 'dancing in the palm of her hand' couldn't have resonated with me more than it did then.

    As we reached the final hallway to my room, I decided to ask her a question to which her answer has been denied to me time and time again.

    "It's nearly time, you know?" I said. "The plan, what is it, and what do you need me to do?"

    Irene gave this rigid stare at me before answering.

    "It's simple really, we're going to be trading places."

    "Meaning?"

    "I'll be staying behind and keeping low… meanwhile…"

    From somewhere within her uniform pocket, I saw her pull out something long, narrow, and with a sharpened tip. I didn't realize what it was until she, without asking, plopped the object into my palm.

    It was a box cutter.

    Confused, I looked up at her, only to see a bit of hesitance and uneasiness in her eyes, as she spoke again.

    "You're going to be victim number 9."

  
    Chapter 22: Matriarch 

    The blade of the box cutter jutted in and out of its slit with every nudge I gave with my thumb which was set firmly against its clasp.

    In and out, in and out.

    Irene stared at me from across the room, her dark pupils shrouded by the darkness of the night.

    "You know what to do," she said.

    The plan, true to her word, was simple enough to follow. I was to be the bait, fresh blood for the wandering, starving Matriarch. I was to be abducted by her, held captive with no way of escape, to willingly let myself be feasted on while I placed all my hopes on Irene to come save me. Because, as Irene had put it…

    "Vampires are at their most vulnerable when they eat. That's when I'll show up."

    So, one thing would lead to another, Irene will show up, do some demonic succubus-thing that will hopefully immobilize the Matriarchs. Of course, I'm just summarizing here, I'm sure the actual details are a bit more intricate… if only she wasn't so vague about it.

    As I went to draw the curtains close, I had a thought.

    "There's two of them."

    Of course, there was really no way of sugar-coating what that meant for me, not that Irene even bothered to anyway.

    "Looks like they'll be sharing then," she said, looking at me with a strained expression.

    There was no backing out for me, especially not when we had come this far already. One Matriarch, two Matriarchs… either way, my blood will be drunk upon. Didn't matter if it were from two fangs or four.

    Moonlight shone from the fabric of the blindings, and the clock hanging on the wall struck eight. It was nearly time to start. Yet there were still more questions I needed to ask.

    "Two Matriarchs," I said, leaving the box cutter's blade unsheathed. "Which one of the two will be coming to pick me up?"

    A bandaged hand, a slight limp as she walked, and the small wince of pain with every movement, things I couldn't help but notice as Irene paced about.

    "For your sake," she said, holding her injured hand with her other palm. "Pray that it is not the frenzied."

    "And if it is?"

    "I'll protect you."

    How she looked at me then, the way her eyes glimmered with certainty, how her words rang out at me with a certain kind of resolve to them. For a moment, I thought of Ash, about how she had made that very same proclamation to me and what soon ended up happening to her following that statement.

    After everything that has happened, I found that I didn't like that sentence very much.

    I readied the blade over the palm of my hand and stared directly at Irene.

    "Whatever ends up happening," I muttered, breathing in deep. "Remember, don't kill yourself over me."

    In the silence that followed, I felt the tip of the blade touch my skin, felt my hand clutch the box cutter as tight as it could, afterwards, well… I didn't even remember pressing the knife down, didn't even remember how deep it plunged into my skin.

    One moment, there was nothing, then the next, a searing pain was spreading across my entire palm, a tingling sensation from the narrow gash in the middle of it all. Blood started to trickle out and around my palm before dribbling down my wrist and spilling onto the floor in sporadic drips.

    "Hypocrite," Irene said, shaking her head with a sigh, and before I could even say anything, she had already moved on to giving me instructions. "Do a lap. Cover every inch with your blood, the bed too, make sure she'll be able to smell it."

    My palm felt like it was on fire, the way the warm blood oozed out like liquid flames, coating my hand and arm like thick sludge. It was a strange, painful feeling. But I didn't have the time nor the luxury to moan about some small stupid cut on my hand, I went around without question with the deep tinge of dark red.

    Irene stood in the middle of the room, a silent watchful gaze over every corner I've ventured. So rigid, so quiet… her way of stifling her unease, I suppose.

    "You nervous?" I asked her.

    "No," she said at once.

    "You sure?"

    "Yes."

    One word answers. That wasn't like her. Yeah, she's nervous.

    One lap down. Apparently, it wasn't even close to enough, she gestured at me to go for another round. Of course, I complied, squeezing as much blood out of the wound as possible, bearing the prickling pain under a sharp hiss of breath.

    "One other thing," I said, smearing a wall to the side with red. "How do I know when I've been taken?

    I heard footsteps from right behind me, it sounded like she started to pace about again, it seems to be sort of a tick for when she's feeling uneasy.

    "You'll know," she said. "There will be signs - random signs - any could occur. You'll start feeling sleepy maybe, memory loss perhaps, some start to lose all sense of logic and time, others experience hallucinations. In your case, however, a Matriarch might…"

    Her voice trailed away, and the footsteps stopped.

    "Irene?"

    There, I froze, in the middle of tainting the bedside table, calling out her name only to be met by a deathly discomforting quiet. Fearing the worst, I turned my eyes to the room and saw nothing but an empty space where Irene last stood.

    Not good.

    I felt fear form as a swelling lump on my throat, gradually mounting for every second I was alone in the room. Surrounding me was darkness and blood as I made my way to the center, searching desperately for a sense of rationality yet ultimately finding none.

    What was it… what did she say would happen? Drowsiness, slight amnesia, loss of time and logic, hallucinations… Irene never got to finish, what was the last?

    "Terestra?"

    There was a cold chill that ran down my spine at the mention of that name. Spoken, in a voice that sounded so wistful and dreamlike. Uttered, with a voice that I didn't recognize.

    "Terestra?"

    A voice that was just right behind me.

    Turning around, I was met by a pair of misty, clouded eyes that seemed to glow in the darkness. On the bed sat a woman with a slender frame, her skin paler than a sheet of white paper, with long flowing hair a tainted murky grey.

    The pure whiteness of her eyes distracted me from the most distinct feature about her appearance - the sharp fangs that protruded out at each corner of her lips.

    The Matriarch… there she was… sitting on the bed across from me.

    "Why aren't you... answering me?" The Matriarch asked.

    She wasn't angry, she wasn't sad, she wasn't anything. There was no emotion behind her words at all. Even if I wanted to answer her, I couldn't. Her sudden appearance left me too much at a loss for words, I could barely even breathe.

    Silence wasn't the answer she was expecting to get from me. She stood up, barefeet, and slowly walked towards me, her every step almost ethereal and light.

    "Terestra," she whispered, while lightly caressing her fingertips on my cheek. "Yet… no… you can't be. Are you?"

    I finally found my voice.

    "I'm not Terestra," I said.

    "Not… Terestra?"

    She withdrew her hand away.

    "Lying?"

    She stared, her eyes looking back at mine, but it was if she was staring through me. The way she spoke her words, seemingly addressed to me but at the same as if she was talking to someone else.

    "Not lying…" I told her.

    "No."

    Teetering and swaying as she drew away from me, her expression lost and confused. Never have I seen a more dream-like demeanor in a person. For how she acted and moved… she could have been sleepwalking for all I knew.

    "Sister… said to me…" The Matriarch voice echoed in a quiet drawled tone. "Sister said… Terestra was here. Sister never… lies."

    Sister? Two Matriarchs… siblings. That explains it. And what's this about Terestra? Was she actually here? Why is she mistaking me for her?

    "Who are you, exactly?" I asked.

    "No…" she lowered her gaze. "I speak… only to Terestra… and… sister."

    Her speech was gradually becoming slurred. She just looked so out of it and feeble… was she the frenzied one?

    I took a second to glance elsewhere and the very second I did, I discovered no walls, no carpets, no roof - no room. Everything had faded in an instant in a swirl of a black inky void.

    We were standing in an abyss of nothingness. How was that possible? None of us moved an inch, yet the motel room was practically nonexistent.

    The impulse of panic surged through me.

    "Where am I?"

    She didn't answer.

    "Where did you take me?"

    

    Silence again.

    Creeping away, with her hands huddled to her chin, avoiding all eye contact while muttering something just out of audibility.

    I took a step closer. "What are you trying to say?"

    "Hungry…" The word left her lips, and I froze immediately. "I eat… don't want to eat… so hungry. Blood… need blood… need… Terestra."

    Fingers trembling, head twitching, small rapid movements entwined with deep heavy breaths.

    "Don't want… blood…"

    Couldn't back away, couldn't escape, the blackness that shrouded us was almost suffocating.

    I steadied my voice, trying my absolute hardest to maintain any semblance of calm. The bizarre and erratic behaviour of the Matriarch made it hard to tell what she was going to do.

    Anything could set her off. Movement could, running could… I had to stay… so stay I did.

    "What…" Big breath. "What's wrong?"

    "Don't want… to eat," she repeated.

    I gulped. "Eat what? What do you not want to eat?"

    Her eyes stared back at me again and for the first time I saw a sliver of emotion swirling within them… a flicker in her brow, a strain in her stare… I was seeing fear.

    "Don't want… to eat you," she said.

  
    Chapter 23: Not As Expected

    What I expected, even I didn't know. So many things could have happened the very moment I decided to let my blood spill. Yet for all the risks, all the terrifying scenarios that course through my infuriating overactive imagination, it couldn't possibly have dreamt of what was happening before me now.

    The Matriarch. The unkillable, untraceable silent predator that in name alone is capable of instilling fear in the hearts of many.

    "I don't… want… to."

    Such a powerful being… and she was moving away from me with quivering steps back, hiding her face in a downcast gaze. Her lofty grey hair with strands poking out, her skin paling to a sickly pure white.

    This was not how I had envisioned her. I especially did not envision having a conversation, because now I had no clue what to say.

    I attempted a previous question.

    "Can you please tell me where I am?"

    Again, indecipherable mutters under her breath, leaving me without even a sliver of an answer.

    Confusion was gradually starting to overtake fear.

    "Why don't you talk to me?" I asked, feeling calm for the first time ever since entering the inescapable black void.

    Calmness that was easily toppled over by a stronger, more harsh voice that answered me, which certainly wasn't hers.

    "She isn't supposed to," the voice said.

    I turned to look behind me.

    Another person had entered the fray, another woman, bearing an uncanny resemblance to the only other person in here with me with the only thing setting them apart was that her hair was a shade of black as opposed to grey. Her face twisted into an unsightly scowl, baring her fangs for all to see.

    The other Matriarch. Twins...

    Just the sight, the very air surrounding her cold, harsh demeanor, was enough to smother my voice into silence once more.

    "Sister…" whispered the first Matriarch.

    "Adalia," said the second, her lips pursing and her nostrils flaring. "What did I tell you? You promised me, didn't you?"

    The first Matriarch, Adalia, trembled before speaking. "Terestra… was..."

    "He isn't Terestra!" She shouted, causing Adalia to flinch. I felt a wave of hatred swim through me as her eyes momentarily flickered to my direction before setting themselves back onto her sister. "None of them were!"

    "But sister… said…"

    "I know what I said," she interjected, her footsteps echoing loudly as she marched aggressively towards her sister, passing by me with another loathing stare.

    "You keep your mouth shut," she told me.

    No way was I going to go against an irate vampire's order. I happily complied.

    Anger peaked, the way her eyebrows flicked upon reaching her sister. I saw her draw a hand, pointed razor-sharp claw-like nails at her fingertips, then in the tense silence, her hand shot across Adalia's face with a magnifying, resounding slap that drew blood from her cheek.

    "You nearly frenzied going after that succubus last night, I told you, you can't be out!" She shouted.

    Whether or not Adalia felt the slap, she didn't show. Still maintaining the same dreamlike, dazed-out focus as she stared indifferently at her sister.

    

    "Terestra…"

    "I told you I'd handle the food," she said through gritted teeth. "I already got one here - but no! You just had to sneak out, had to abduct another one! He isn't Terestra!"

    "Sister…  please don't… be angry."

    Adalia's words only seem to enrage her sister even further.

    "You aren't listening to me. You're starving yourself… you won't eat any humans I bring… you won't even eat the Elf - "

    "Elf?" I uttered before I could stop myself.

    "I said be quiet!" She lashed out, baring her fangs at me with a hiss. "Final warning."

    Adalia shook her head lethargically. "I don't want… to eat… you promise… Terestra…"

    "I'll find her," said the sister, calming slightly. "You're about to frenzy again, you can't be picky now… eat."

    "Don't… want…"

    "Stop being picky, Adalia!" She said, shaking her by the shoulders. "You eat now, or you die! And I'm certainly not going to let you make that second choice."

    Adalia kept silent, as did I. Silence that eventuated with the sister turning her gaze towards me.

    Now they were both staring at me.

    "Eat him," said the sister.

    Instinctively, I backed away at the mention of those words.

    "No…" whispered Adalia.

    "Do it," said the sister, glaring. "Do it, Adalia. You brought him here… he's your prey - "

    "Terestra…"

    "He isn't Terestra!" She shouted, a hoarse demonic growl emerging from the depths of that shout. "Do as I say, Adalia. Get out of his head, wake him up, and eat him."

    Adalia's eyes searched my own, her unblinking clouded mystic eyes bearing a strong hint of reluctance. The sharp fangs protruding past trembling lips, jagged nails clutched tightly into fists.

    "NOW!" echoed the sister's voice.

    Between the two sisters, Adalia was clearly the more reasonable one, so I tried - I pleaded. Silently, with expressions alone… and she saw it. The frantic shake of my head, the desperation stirring in my eyes.

    She must have seen it…

    Yet still she faded away, disappearing from sight without a trace.

    Leaving me with her… the other sister.

    Seeing as I haven't got much left to lose now, I dared to open my lips and talk to Adalia's more aggressive half.

    "You're going to eat me?" I asked, painfully aware of how obvious the answer was.

    She also was aware of it, scoffing irritably with revulsion. "Is that really much of a surprise? You're the idiot who called her to you. Hmm, spreading blood? Real smart."

    "This Terestra… is she - ?"

    "Stop talking to me, human," she growled. "Be quiet and accept your fate."

    "Your sister doesn't seem to want to eat me. Maybe you could let me - "

    In a blur of movement, she streaked to within inches of my face, her hand at my throat and her eyes brimming with fury.

    "If she doesn't, then I will! I will see to it personally that you don't leave this place alive, not even as a thrall. You've seen and heard too much already."

    "Like what? The fact that you're from Kronocia? The fact that you're both Matriarchs?"

    I didn't know what made me say it. The lack of options, the fact that death was staring directly at me in the face, clearly it couldn't get worse than this. There was nothing left to fear for me after being told the inevitable, so I just said what I wanted, and it definitely got a reaction out of her.

    She released her hold on my neck.

    "So you know," she said.

    It wasn't a question, certainly wasn't pharased that way, but the silence she left after her words was an obvious sign for me to start explaining my case. I wasn't going to though, not when I had my own things that needed explaining.

    I might not get a second chance to ask.

    "What did you do with Ash?" I asked, staring, empty of fear. "Where's the Elf?"

    I felt her exhale a breath. A cold, icy breath. Like the touch of a corpse.

    "You know her too," she muttered, gaze never once straying. "Intriguing."

    "Eighth night, eighth victim. I'll be sure to send you the bill for all the damages you've caused in my apartment."

    She receded a few steps, understanding shown in the slow nod of her head.

    "I remember now," she said. "Salt and blood at every corner of the room. You were in that bedroom, weren't you? I would have gotten to you too hadn't the Elf sealed the door shut. You came looking?"

    "Yes."

    "Idiot."

    Insulted again for the second time.

    "Idiot how?" I asked.

    "She gave you a second chance," she explained, turning her back towards me. "Rather ungrateful for you to go and waste it for no good reason."

    "Taking her back isn't a good enough reason for you?"

    "How noble of you. I'll be sure to save a small piece of you leftover to show to her so she'll know just how commendable your efforts were. I'm sure she'll appreciate it."

    My dislike for this Matriarch kept growing exponentially for every second spent alone with her here. Reaching a climax, where I could do was glare back at her glare.

    A glaring contest.

    "I've changed my mind," she suddenly said.

    "What?"

    "After Adalia's finished with you, I'm killing the Elf," she said, walking away far into the distance. "Talking with you has only worsened my mood. You're just like him."

    Her disappearance was imminent, any second she'll fade into nothingness. For some petty reason, I couldn't have that, let her just walk away with the last say. So I opened my mouth again.

    "Who's him?" I asked.

    Fading… vanishing.... slowly into translucency. Twirling to face me again, her glare almost like an imprint in the darkness… as she disappeared from sight, her voice rang through the empty air.

    "Nobody you know."

  
    Chapter 24: All That Remains

    No motel rooms in sight.

    That was the first thing to register. Second was the pain.

    I woke up throbbing and aching all over, groggy movements and groans that no hangover could compare.

    Blood had dried and crusted over the wound on my palm, one thing I noticed among plenty of others. Like the fact that I was lying on dusty floorboards, staring at a ceiling that had been decaying for a quite a long time now.

    "Matriarchs…" I heard myself whisper.

    It all started coming back to me like a pull of a lever.

    So it was all in my head, was it? Matriarchs can just enter someone's mind willy-nilly just like that? Those two are far from what I expected of immortal beings of death.

    Now I'm awake with no sense or clue of my location. Which could only mean one thing: they brought me to their nest.

    An abandoned decrepit building at the corner of a desolate street.

    Going by what the angry, feisty sister had said to me, it was only a matter of time before I got to be served up on a silver platter. I had to do something.

    "Protect me, my ass… where the hell are you, Irene?" I muttered under a heavy breath, straining myself steady to my feet.

    No sign of her anywhere… Where was she?

    As much as I would like to sit flat on my ass, twiddling my thumbs and waiting for rescue, I'm afraid I might be on my own for the time being so that wasn't exactly an option.

    What was an option, then?

    Roaming. Exploring the place. My would-be killers hadn't reached me yet, I might as well, right? Maybe I might find Ash… that was the main priority now. That, and staying alive.

    The soles of my shoes crackled against shattered glass and debris as I passed over the doorway from where I woke to a long narrow hallway that was equally as dilapidated.

    Haven't the faintest clue what the building was formerly used for, whatever it was, it certainly needed a lot of empty rooms. Couldn't go five meters without coming across another on either side of the hall. Office building, perhaps?

    The lack of light from a broken window down by the furthest end of the corridor told me that it was night. A quick look down and simple depth perception clarified two things.

    Number one: I was standing at the top floor of a sixth-storey building.

    Two: Escape wasn't going to be an option for me unless I somehow make it to the ground floor and I'm not exactly too keen on playing hide and seek with vampires in an abandoned building.

    Gotta keep moving.

    For now, I turned, walked a few steps, then, staring straight ahead, froze immediately.

    A dark figure stood at the far end of another corridor. Still as a statue.

    I felt my body stiffen at once.

    Darkness adjusted my sight, and after a while, I could finally see that it wasn't one of the Matriarchs. Regardless, there was certainly a person there, someone burly, big, judging by their silhouette.

    Cautiously, I went on an approach.

    "Hello?" I said and got no answer.

    Unresponsive, unmoving, and not a Matriarch. A closer look revealed the outline of a middle-aged man, his clothes stained and ripped in places, with dried blood clinging to the surface of his throat. His expression was as blank as his hundred-yard stare… like he wasn't at all conscious, meaning…

    "Victim 2…"

    I recognized his face from the news article of his disappearance. If he's here, zombified, then that also means…

    I practically raced around the corner to the next stretch of rooms just to confirm my hunch, slowing down to a walk… my breath held tight in anticipation for what next I'd find.

    It didn't take long for the next to show itself.

    Victim 3, a teenage boy with ruffled hair, was bent over with his hands around his knees in the darkest corner of the room to the left. A drawled moan crackling from the depths of his throat.

    Seemingly comatose, Victim 6 laid flat against a moth-eaten mattress. Upwards were her eyes, staring blankly at the ceiling, muttering silent nothings to herself in her own little corner of the room to the right.

    7 was out, standing as still as a statue in the middle of the corridor. As I walked by him I could faintly smell the fragrance of cologne on him. His girlfriend stated that she last saw him walking back to his car.

    Number 4 and 5 were nowhere to be seen.

    All that were left was Amanda, the first victim and Ash, the eighth. They too were nowhere in sight.

    Not until I turned the next corner.

    The next corner…

    "Amanda…"

    Being the first, and the longest held captive, Amanda was the worst looking of all the eight. Her skin was pale, verging on an unhealthy shade of a corpse. The cheer and liveliness on her face was gone and gaunt, reduced to mere haggard skin and bones. Stray hair clung to her lips, which drooled a hefty amount of saliva that dribbled down her chin and onto the floor.

    She was practically a dead woman walking. I could hardly believe she was still alive let alone standing upright.

    Compared to the rest of the victims with the exception of 4 and 5, Ash remained the only one I saw in perfect health.

    But that was hours ago now.

    The sister's voice echoed profoundly in my mind.

    "I'm killing the Elf."

    Did she take her? Was that why I couldn't find her?

    If so… I couldn't waste any time.

    Amanda made a noise as I slowly walked past her. A small sound, it could have been a grunt. Maybe she knew… maybe she recognized me, saw me… and realized that I was leaving her behind.

    A grunt. Maybe it was nothing.

    I want to think it was nothing.

    Because there was nothing I could do.

    

    "I'm sorry," was all that I could give.

    Whether or not she understood me, I didn't know. I'd like to think she did.

    I discovered a stairwell that led further down to the lower levels. Each step descending was like an echo magnified by a hundred.

    From the last step of the fifth floor, that was when I heard it. An echo reverberating from the sixth.

    An echo of a grunt.

  
    Chapter 25: Lost And Found

    The fifth floor wasn't any better than the sixth floor.

    Once you've added in the rancid stench of something foul, and a swarm of flies buzzing about, it was actually a whole lot worse. It only took one step into the deserted hallway to feel the fabric of my shoes be soaked by something very thick, and very wet.

    A chill went up my spine.

    I did my best to ignore what splattered onto my jeans with every step inwards. I could ignore it all I want, but that wouldn't mean it won't keep happening. My jeans will continue to be dyed deeper by the endless puddles of blood that filled the decrepit hallway.

    Where I got the courage to continue forging on despite everything I've witnessed so far was truly a mystery.

    No empty rooms with soulless wandering people staring endlessly away this time. No empty rooms with a soul in sight.

    Instead rooms brimming with the rotten, butchered corpses of animals. Crooked, wingless pigeons. Headless, tail-less, rats. Among others, stacked into heaps and mounds in almost every room.

    The rancid source of the blood and smell was discovered. I fought the urge to throw up right then and there. My thoughts immediately retreated to the Matriarchs. Just what the hell were they doing with piles of dead rodents? Why so many?

    Some part of me wasn't really all that eager to know…

    Just right then, I finally remembered.

    "Phone."

    I'll just call Irene. Ask her where the hell she was. Get a status update or something, anything.

    So many options for salvation.

    Then I felt the coarseness of shattered glass as my hand delved into my pants pocket. I pulled out what was left of my phone. A broken metal slab that wouldn't turn on.

    I didn't even remember breaking my phone. Then again, I didn't even remember how I got here.

    Dejectedly, I placed the phone into my pocket and continued to walk.

    Fourth floor was unusually normal… for an abandoned building that is. Never thought I'd be glad to see only bits of glass, dirt and trash litter a hallway for once. Yet the feeling of unease wouldn't be abated.

    I knew something bad was going to happen. It wasn't a matter of 'if' it happens, it was more of a 'when' it will happen. Something around the next hallway I encounter perhaps, or a room with unimaginable horrors held within.

    Still walking... with only my heavy breaths to fill the discomforting silence, nearing a corner now… I made a turn.

    I tried to make a turn.

    My vision blackened. All air escaped me. And my senses were immediately assailed at all fronts by a sudden throbbing pain at the back of my head.

    The next thing I knew, I was being met with the indignant expression of a woman, her slit-like blackened pupils conveying a tidal wave of anger. Lips baring fangs and a set of gritted teeth.

    "Why aren't you sedated?!" She hissed at me, her voice coated with a raspy demonic growl.

    Matriarch.

    I gulped.

    Yet I couldn't swallow.

    She had pressed her arm against my throat, pressure increasing more and more with every passing second. The pain at the back of my head, she had pinned me against a slab of concrete at full force, pushing me from the middle of the hall, all the way to the end of it in a blink of an eye.

    Such speed… strength… I couldn't fight back. Not that could, the pain was too great, her arm was too heavy.

    "You came out of that yourself? Hmm?" She said, pressing even harder. "Talk!"

    I started to choke for a gasp of breath, felt drool dribbling down my chin. With one hand trying to pry her loose, I mustered all my strength to answer her.

    "I don't know… what… you're talking about…"

    "Sure you do," she said, her voice dripping with spite. "You know Kronocia, you know us… surely you must know that nothing and I mean NOTHING can counteract a vampire's venom, you're supposed to be paralyzed. So how did you do it?"

    Me gargling my lungs out was my only answer to her question.

    "Sister… let… him go…"

    Faintly, in a voice so soft, I saw Adalia emerge from out the shadows, appearing from behind her sister still with a vacant expression on her face. Yet something was off with her compared to when I've last seen her.

    Veins protruded out of her pale skin like branches on a tree. They covered nearly every inch of her body, her face… and she looked even more frail than before. Any second she looked as if she was about to collapse.

    The sister flared her nostrils.

    "Adalia, I thought I told you to wait," she said in a furious whisper.

    My vision was starting to fade, my lungs felt as if they were going to burst at the seams.

    "You'll… kill him…"

    Pain intensified. She squeezed harder.

    "That's the idea," she muttered.

    I felt my eyes start to bulge from their sockets.

    "Please… Terestra…"

    The sister clicked her tongue.

    

    "He isn't Terestra! And if he was…" She leaned in close. "I wouldn't be able to do this to him."

    "Don't… I beg you…" Adalia reached out a quivering hand. "Sister… please…"

    Breathing… wasn't. I couldn't. Dying…

    "Amelia!"

    I heard my body collapse to the floor before I felt it, heard myself take in a huge gasp of breath before I realized I was breathing again. Choking, coughing… but breathing.

    The sister had loosened her hold. I didn't know why, I couldn't question why… the sharp, stabbing sensation around my neck prevented me from talking. So I focused on breathing, watching through blurred vision sprawled out on the ground as the sister turned to face Adalia.

    "You don't want him dead?" She asked.

    Adalia's eyes briefly flickered to mine before she silently shook her head.

    "Then take his blood," said the sister, glaring. "Now."

    Another shake of the head. "Can't… take Terestra… blood.

    "For the last time, he isn't Terestra! He's human! Terestra isn't. Take his blood!"

    "It's… okay… don't need. I…. eat birds… rats… help me..."

    "You know it isn't enough anymore! You're hours away from going into a frenzy, you'll never be the same! Do you want that? I can't save you…"

    Then for the first time ever, I bore witness to a sense of fear and worry that softened the sister's enraged expression.

    "Please… please don't make me kill you," She said.

    Adalia gaze confronted me again. "Not… Terestra?" She asked, her clouded misty eyes piercing through mine.

    Another stare, one seething with anger, lashed down at me. Both sisters, silent, waiting with bated breath on what I had to say.

    What could I say? What reply was available to me?

    Death was but a inches away from me in the form of a vampire's unrelenting bloodlust as she aggressively curled up her hands into fists. To the right of that, Adalia's soft mellow demeanor was the only one I could appeal to.

    Hazy, barely present, and quite possibly about to go insane… I had to take a gamble... Adalia was my only salvation.

    Through a hoarse, scratchy voice, my reply rang out from my quivering lips. I told a lie.

    "I… I am. I'm… Terestra."

  
    Chapter 26: The Painful Truth 

    Multiple things happened at once. None that boded well for me.

    Adalia reeled back in shock and awe, contrasting that, her sister shrieked with rage and hastily picked me up by the scruff of my shirt and suspended me high in the air.

    "Wrong… answer…" She huffed, her entire face trembling with anger. "Have you any idea what you've just done?!"

    "Terestra… Terestra… I… found you… we found you… Sister always said… I've always… hoped…"

    Adalia continued to spout out breathless words, her misty eyes glistening with tears.

    "I don't…" I said, heaving, kicking my legs in an attempt to swing myself loose. "But I'm guessing her dining on my blood is off the table now, huh?"

    "Won't stop me from killing you myself," She hissed.

    "Don't!"

    A voice that was brimming with emotions, Adalia drew herself to her sister's side, placing a hand against the arm that had me dangling.

    "Please… sister..." Adalia said, "Terestra... has come to us… don't hurt… him…"

    Rage overruled reason. Still, I was swayed along by her like I was a simple sheet of paper. The sister's loathing eyes would not stray away from mine.

    She marched, her stomps echoing across the empty halls, with me still in her grasp, Adalia closely trailing along trying to plead with her.

    "Sister… Amelia… please... he isn't… to be harmed..."

    "I'll prove it!" The sister yelled. "He's human, and I'll show you. Terestra is here but it isn't him. Once he stops breathing, you'll finally realize."

    Before I knew it, I was being flung into a room, my entire body sent crashing to the ground with another loud thud. I was reeling, everything was spinning, any attempt to try and push myself up resulted in me just tumbling down again to repeat the process.

    Dazed as I was, I could still somewhat see what was happening around me. I was thrown into another room, yet unlike all others, this one appeared to be in use. The twin sisters towered over me, one timidly behind the other, trying her best to save me.

    "I'll be upset… if you… do this…"

    Words that fell on deaf ears. The sister unwillingly pulled me to my feet, dragging me to wherever she wanted me to be.

    "Better you upset than frenzied," She said, her jagged nails threatening to pierce the surface of my arm. "I don't care. I'm doing this."

    Somewhere in the nauseating swivel and swirling view of the room, I saw it. An unmistakable glimmer at the far end across from me. In the night, it glowed bright… shimmering emerald eyes.

    "Ash…"

    I didn't realize I was already reaching out for her. Her white flowing hair, her distinct pointed ears. Seeing her up close again, the pain, the dizziness… it all felt secondary now.

    My body gave a spontaneous lurch towards her direction. Movement that was quickly halted by the Matriarch's iron clutch. She yanked me away, sinking and shredding into the flesh of my arm in the process. I felt the blood ooze away, the searing pain scorched my senses, I didn't care.

    Not when she was right there, not when she was just within arm's reach.

    "Come on, Ash!"

    I already knew it was futile to call out for her. Quiet, despondent, her eyes, they stared at me, watched me struggle for dear life, yet she remained motionless and expressionless.

    The next thing I knew, I was being flung in the air again. Mid-air for barely even a second before I was sent crashing onto a hard rickety surface. I found myself staring at the ceiling unable to move both my arms and legs… something had constricted them, something coarse… rough.

    I moved my head.

    Rope. Tied onto my arms and legs, binding me in place, laid spread out on top of a decaying wooden table. I didn't even see it happen… feel it happen, yet somehow the Matriarch in front of me was already done tying the last knot.

    Trying to wrestle free from the binds was useless. She had tied my limbs down tight enough that the rope was scraping bits of skin off of me so that every move I made was agony. The only thing I could possibly move unhindered was my neck.

    So that's what I did. Helplessly craning about, desperately searching for a way out of this predicament. My eyes landed again within Ash's vacant gaze, standing directly across from me, her silence further affirming to me what I already knew.

    Ash wasn't going to help me.

    "The Elf will only do our bidding now. She won't listen to you."

    The Matriarch's face loomed at me from above, seeing her this close, the way she towered over me… I didn't care anymore. The agony, the aching, the bleeding, they were insignificant when compared to the bubbling anger that arose within me at the forefront of everything else.

    "You done… having a tantrum yet?"

    The words were a struggle to speak out but nevertheless they had the desired effect. Had her spiteful gaze been able to elicit pain, I wouldn't even be alive right then and there.

    "Perhaps you need a demonstration," she said, shifting her sights over to Ash. "Elf, get over here and break this idiot's foot."

    Oh no…

    There was no warning, no chance to appeal to her sense of self. The way Ash stirred to life under the Matriarch's words, stiffer than a puppet on strings… a puppet in the form of the woman whom I thought would never dare harm me.

    "Don't Ash…"

    I've sprained my wrist before. I knew just how unbearable the pain was during the recovery process.

    "Don't."

    It couldn't compare.

    "Please..."

    Ash gripped both hands firmly to the shoe on my left foot, without even a shred of hesitation, staring straight into my pleading eyes, she twisted it in one swift motion.

    The sound of bone snapping came first, followed shortly after by an overwhelming surge of pain, then came my scream of total anguish echoing throughout the entire building.

    Through teary eyes and quick heavy breaths, I saw my foot bent over at a bizarre angle sideways, twitching with every jolt of pain that reverberated throughout my entire body.

    "Only human," The Matriarch muttered, eyeing her sister. "I told you."

    "Should I break the other one?" Ash suddenly said, her voice as empty as her gaze, turning towards the Matriarchs. "Masters?"

    I could hardly believe what I was hearing. A memory flash through my head. Asteria… and how she had effortlessly snapped off a man's head.

    "Yes," said the first.

    "No…" whispered the second.

    Ash was motionless for a moment before withdrawing a step back. To my absolute surprise, Adalia overruled her sister. I drew a sigh of relief.

    Despite all that had happened, I still felt an inkling of hope, Adalia could still save me… somehow. I forced myself to bear with the pain so I could bear witness to the sisters at odds with one another.

    "Adalia… why do you keep insisting on this... this - thing?!"

    "My wishes… sister… my wants…. do you not… care… anymore?"

    Second time just then, the sister's voice went soft. "Of course I do."

    "Then don't…" Adalia's breath wavered. "Hurt him…"

    With an irritable click of a tongue, the Matriarch shook her head. "You're still not convinced," then turning back towards me, her glare reforming as soon as her eyes caught mine, extended her razor-like nails inches above my chest. "Watch."

    I saw it before I felt it.

    The way her nails burrowed deep into my flesh, how it skewered effortlessly passed the fabric and into the skin, how the pain kept intensifying with every writhe and twist she did with her wrist.

    My screams once more would go unheeded as she dug deeper and deeper into my bare chest.

    "Now if he was Terestra… none of this would be happening," grunted the Matriarch, a thick coating of red darkening her fingers. "If he was Terestra he would have stopped me already, I wouldn't be able to pierce his skin. If he was Terestra…"

    She retracted her claws from my skin, leaving blood to splurge endlessly out of the puncture holes, and stared directly at me.

    "He would have killed me already, effortlessly," she finished.

    I was at the brink of death, the pain was fading, my sight was blurring… I could barely keep myself conscious enough to see that Adalia had taken a hold of her sister's hand and was clinging to it tightly.

    "One… more…" heaved Adalia, "I will not… forgive… another…"

    

    "Then eat him, Adalia, please! I just - "

    The rest of the conversation was like a distant echo to me. All I could focus on was the gradually blackening of my sight, the chill I felt as my sensation slowly started to numb…

    Yet my chest stayed warm.

    A heavy warmth.

    Realization flickered my eyes wide open. How could I have forgotten? It was just there - the answer to my predicament, hanging loosely around my neck, the amulet Irene gave to me.

    That was my key.

    Break it, that's what she had said. Break it and she'll come to me.

    I tilted my neck forward as much as I could, narrowing both eyes to the bulge protruding out of my chest. There it was, the amulet, laying limp at an angle, smeared slightly in blood.

    It was also at the verge of breaking.

    Cracks had formed around the entire surface of the amulet. My only guess was that it had already suffered damages due to me being flung around all over the place like a ragdoll.

    So very nearly there…

    All I needed now was just one more good toss. But seeing as how I was shackled to a table with a broken foot, aching muscles, tattered arm, and five large gaping holes in my chest…

    I needed to come up with something soon and fast or die trying. The question was how? What can I do, the way I am now, to be able to split the amulet apart?

    The answer to that question surprisingly, came to me sooner than I anticipated, and in a form that I did not expect.

    As I squirmed helplessly on the table, I heard one of its legs gave a creak. A loud one. I moved again and the table wobbled along after me.

    It seems like the amulet wasn't the only thing on the verge of crumbling into pieces.

    I found my last good toss.

  
    Chapter 27: Escaping Time

    The pain was ever-constant now. Every part of my body was flooding with it.

    If I had known back then that this was what would have awaited me, would I still have agreed to come?

    To save Ash… would I allow myself to bear with this much suffering?

    Some part of me would love to play the part of the brave, noble, chivalrous hero and say I would definitely have.

    Deep down though, I didn't know.

    I might never have come.

    So it was a good thing I didn't know. I'm glad I didn't know.

    Maybe sometime in the future I can look back at this moment and say to myself it wasn't that bad.

    Provided that I leave this place alive, that is. For now, I needed to escape.

    The ropes grinded against my skin.

    Pulling, writhing, doing all I could do to make the table give way. With every force of effort, the table would quake, teetering closer to the edge of collapsing outright.

    Meanwhile, the two sisters were still at odds with one another.

    Frail as Adalia was, her resolve was that of iron. Anybody else would have faltered under the intense gaze that was instilled onto her. Even as the Matriarch yelled herself hoarse and her eyes glowed ominously with a dangerous glint, Adalia took it all, her expression never once wavering.

    "You only have tonight, Adalia! You will not live to see another! Okay - it doesn't have to be him, just pick one! Anyone! You need blood…"

    "Let him… go," Adalia whispered, her body becoming as feeble as mine. "Terestra will… save me…"

    Beneath their notice, I moved again. The table gave a creak.

    "You would take his word over mine? He's lying, Adalia! He won't be able to save you, why can't you just believe me? How long have we - "

    "Amelia…" Adalia's voice was growing faint, as was her breathing. "I… insist…"

    A second heavy nudge and the table began to slant.

    "You… insist?" The Matriarch, Amelia, took a step back. "After everything I have done… everything I've sacrificed - for you! And you still… insist?"

    "Trust… me…"

    Another push, another loud creak, going unheard as Adalia had suddenly collapsed to her knees, clutching her chest with a quivering hand.

    "Adalia!"

    The Matriarch spurred after her sister, cushioning her fall with her hands wrapped around her. Much of the scene was out of view from where I was, but from the little I was able to see and hear… I could tell it wasn't good.

    Her veins were now starting to protrude out of her grey skin, her eyes were darkened and bloodshot, and loud grunts of discomfort were starting to slip past her paling lips.

    "No, no… not yet, not yet - please!"

    For the first time, fear had broken through anger and rage. For the first time, I heard the Matriarch plead, cradling her sister and clinging to her close.

    "A...me..lia…" muttered Adalia, her voice barely a whisper. "Not… late."

    Amelia clung onto every word, her voice teeming with pure unbridled desperation. "Stay… please stay."

    But Adalia wasn't looking at her sister, not at all… I saw, as I gave a final thrust, as the table finally gave way, her dimming, murky eyes staring back into my own.

    "Te…res…tra."

    The rush of wind on my face was immediate, the unmistakable sensation of falling had started, I braced to hit the ground.

    Yet it never came.

    "What do you think you're trying to do?!"

    Suspended mid-fall, left to only be able to stare longingly at the cold hard ground by a bloodied hand grasping the edge of the table, the Matriarch glared at me from above. There she was, her eyes streaming tears with the color red, staring back down at me with blame in her eyes.

    I just wanted to curse it all right then. Curse the fact that this was happening, curse about the pain that kept on throbbing, and especially vampires - curse them, curse them, and their fucking agility!

    All hopes were dashed at that moment and grim thoughts began to arise.

    Her sister lifeless on the floor, her anger climbing to its utmost peak, and Ash was there to fulfill her every whim. There was now nothing stopping her from killing me right at that moment.

    I had to do something.

    So I did.

    I bit the hand that was holding the table steady.

    My next, and quite possibly, my last action. A final act of hurrah to get back at her for all the suffering. To whatever God that was watching me right then and there, I prayed desperately for a twist of fate.

    Otherwise, it's my head that would be twisting.

    My jaw was locked in place, clamping down hard on her wrist, burrowing all the way down to the bone. With all effort I could muster, with my eyes scrunched tight, I made sure I dug in deep enough to be able to taste the blood trickling into my mouth.

    And I did.

    I heard her expel out a sharp hiss of pain as she attempted to pry herself loose. When that didn't work, I felt a sharp sting dispersing across the surface of my cheek, it was only after it started bleeding did I realize she had scraped the skin with one swift slap.

    If she wouldn't let go, I wouldn't either. Instead, I doubled down. That was when, through squinted eyes, I saw her fingers beginning to come loose.

    Soon after, my falling was promptly continued. I immediately let go of her and felt the instant my face smashed the ground.

    Another hiss of pain, and a growl emanating from up above. "I'm going to relish ripping your flesh apart piece by piece!"

    It was a threat I'm sure she'll make good on, but at that moment, I wasn't paying attention to her.

    I felt shattered pieces of the amulet pressed against my chest.

    I broke it. It worked.

    But what worked? Nothing was happening. Not in the first couple of seconds, not in the next couple either.

    I felt my heart slowly start to sink in my chest again. I might have broken the table, I might have gotten free of my binds… but that didn't mean I could do anything, not with the injuries I've sustained.

    Forced to just lay there helplessly.

    Helpless, as she violently tugged a clump of hair on my head. Helpless, as she raised me to my feet by its strands.

    "This is all your fault."

    Her tear-stained expression was stricken with guilt, anger and sadness. She brandished her nails again, bracing to pierce deep into my chest. I saw her pull her arm away.

    Then I saw her hand make it strike.

    I closed my eyes.

    Death… I expected it at any moment. I expected it to be painful, but it wasn't. I didn't feel anything. Did I even die? Did she even kill me?

    What the hell was that smell?

    My eyes fluttered back open. Amelia's hand was bare inches away from my stomach, but she didn't move another inch. Instead, I heard her sniff. She was smelling it too.

    Between the two of us, a thick waft of smoke was swirling into the air, emerging from the fragmented remains of the amulet that laid on the ground.

    I didn't know what was happening to it, but clearly, Amelia thought that I did. She tugged me closer to her face, her expression suddenly filling up with shock.

    "What did you just do?!" She said.

    I never got to give her answer, for, at that very moment, the amulet had spontaneously caught on fire. A small one at first, then it got bigger… and bigger… until…

    "Who gave you that amulet?!" She roared, threatening me with a pointed nail directed to an eye. "Answer me now, or else - "

    The flames erupted, soaring violently into the air and scorching the ceiling, a river of bright, blinding flames that separated us from one another, sending me collapsing to the floor on one end and Amelia staggering backward to the other where her sister laid lifeless, reeling and cowering away from the light.

    Beside me was Ash, still without a reaction as if blind to it all, despite the fire literally sprouting tendril-like flames that slithered and folded in on one another.

    What the hell did Irene give me?

    Whatever it was, the only person that understood it stood across me, her expression a mix of confusion and anger, flickering her gaze from the bright ethereal flame and onto my own.

    "Elf!" I heard her shout amid the crackling inferno. "Kill him! Kill him now!"

    

    Not this shit again.

  
    Chapter 28: Taking Flight

    I turned only to find that Ash had already made a beeline towards my direction. On the ground, I had no choice, but to drag myself and my broken feet away from her.

    Predictably, dragging couldn't outpace walking. As much as I wished it did.

    It took her no time at all to reach me, and no effort at all to prevent me from moving any further. All she had to do was press her weight down on my foot and I was sent screaming into indescribable agony.

    That was also when it happened.

    Intermixing with my scream, a shrilling screech echoed deep within the depths of the orange flames. The fire was starting to manifest and take shape.

    The shape of a bird.

    In a blinding explosion of light, hurtling towards me in a flutter of golden feathers, a large smoldering creature, still inflamed, tethered itself onto the back of my shirt with its sharp talons, and then with a strong gust of embers and wind, flapped its massive wings, sending the both of us gliding out the doorway and into the narrow halls where it took flight.

    Bizarrely, unconventionally, I managed to escape… in the wings of a - technically the talons of a large bird-thing. But there was no chance of a reprieve just yet because despite lengthening the distance from that room of death, a deafening shriek could still be heard bouncing across the confined halls of the building.

    Amelia wasn't done with me yet.

    "AFTER THEM!" echoed the Matriarch in a booming voice.

    "Go… Go down another level!" I shouted at the bird through the sharp rustling of wind zooming past us.

    I was issuing commands to a bird. A bird made of literal fire. The sole prospect of it would have been hilarious if my situation wasn't so goddamn dire. I mean, can it even understand me?

    The bird kept turning at every corner it could find, twice we passed a stairwell without it ever catching sight of it, clearly, it was lost. Once we reached a familiar route again, I took a chance.

    "Turn left, not right!" I said.

    The bird flapped once, turned at an angle… and spurred us westwards. Okay, so it can understand me. Wow.

    'Right, here!" I yelled again. "Now, here!"

    It turned again just as I had ordered. That confirms it. Despite all the aching, and the bruising, and the bleeding, and also the dying… I had to admit, this was actually kinda cool.

    Eventually, I managed to direct it to not only just the third floor but the second floor as well. Hopefully far from any danger to allow a chance to collect myself and catch a breath.

    We took shelter in a rather obscure part of the building, a corner room at the furthest end of the building.

    The process of setting me down was a bit complicated. Even as it gently plopped me to the ground, I still had to bear with the sharp pain on my broken foot. Once I had settled, however, it was all smooth-sailing from there.

    It untethered its talons, and I leaned against the wall. Breathing has never felt so good as it did just then. Took all I had to hold myself together and not crumble into a sobbing mess.

    I was alive.

    "Thank you," I said to the bird, wiping the few droplets from my eyes that had formed as a result. "Seriously… thank you."

    The bird on fire with its feet planted to the ground across from me merely ruffled its dazzling wings and cocked its head at an angle.

    Curiouser and curiouser.

    'Break the amulet and I will come' that's explicitly what Irene had told me. I don't think Succubi's are capable of taking on the form of fiery birds. So what was this?

    Whatever it was, it saved my life.

    

    I couldn't help but give a slight smile in its direction.

    "I don't suppose you know of a Succubus named Irene, do you?" I asked it, knowing full well that I wouldn't get an answer.

    At least, I thought I wouldn't.

    "On the contrary," spoke a voice from out of nowhere. "I do."

    "What the…"

    Another flash of light and the bird burst into flames in front of my eyes, enveloping the room in a bright glow as the fire swirled itself into a small blazing tornado.

    Then just as soon as it had appeared, it had gone… taking my bird companion with it. What took its place in the dissipating smoke that lingered, however, was a woman clad in every shade of red that existed.

    Red, red, red.

    Stark red eyes. Long flowing crimson hair that ended in strands of literal fire. A mix-match of red and even more red, colored her dress which consisted of frills and laces that made up her attire. Her skin, most glaring of all, produced embers that occasionally drift whimsically into the air before dissipating from sight.

    It was as if I was staring at the sun. If the sun had taken the form of a woman, that is.

    After everything that had transpired, I thought I had seen everything. Clearly, I was dead wrong.

    "You're not Irene," was the first thing that came out of my confounded state of mind.

    To my surprise, that caused her to go bursting into laughter, the smoldering cinders on her hair growing stronger with every chuckle she let out.

    "Oh no, Irene wishes she was me," she responded, bringing herself back to composure with a deep sigh. "I mean, why be a demon, when you got fiery wings, am I right? Really, they aren't all that. Looks - oh yes, absolutely. Solid ten. Ability-wise, personality - well, yeesh… come on now, you rather have something pretty to look at than a bird on fire? Actually, why are you even looking for her? I'm right here. I saved you, didn't I?"

    She cocked her head at me. Just like the bird. How is this the same bird?

    "You're… something, aren't you? I asked, unsure of what to make of her.

    She snorted.

    "Well, I could have told you that much. Clearly, you know Succubitch. You're practically best friends with Ms. Matriarch back there, and the Elf-Girl seemed nice. So what do you think I am in this equation? Three guesses."

    It's at the tip of my tongue.

    "You're a bird."

    She slowly blinked once. When she opened them again, a smile was on her face, twitching. "You're getting there. It starts with a P."

    "Fire bird."

    "H."

    "Fire bird girl."

    "O."

    I contemplated for a moment before answering.

    "Photosynthesis?"

    "I don't even know what that means!" bellowed the girl, frantically flailing her arms at me, her hair practically ablaze in hot flames. "Phoenix! I'm a phoenix! You couldn't tell? Big bird! On Fire! Emerged! FROM FIRE! How bad did they hit your head?!"

    "Quite bad, actually," I said, caressing the painful throbbing in my leg. "I know phoenix, I just forgot the word… So you're a phoenix, huh? What's your name?"

    She gave a quiet squinting stare before responding. "No. No name for you. Won't give it."

    "Okay… Well, my name is - "

    "Don't care."

    I raised an eyebrow. "Why's that?"

    She turned away from me, huffing her face to the air, and crossed her arms. "You couldn't even answer what I was, why should I bother myself with knowing who you are?"

    That's some nice sense of logic right there.

    "So why did you bother saving me then?"

    Her crimson eyes stared at me in a half-glance, from that stare I could tell she was looking at me as if the answer was the most obvious thing in the world.

    "Because you broke the amulet, you dummy."

    Okay, I'm still lost.

    "And breaking it did… what, exactly?"

    She rolled her eyes and exhaled a deep breath.

    "Next time - ask more questions. Don't just blindly do whatever Irene says. I know she's pretty, beautiful, sexy and I would totally hit that but sometimes she ain't all there. She may look like she knows what she's doing, truth is, she doesn't really. She's a bonafide dumb-dumb. A dumb-dumb with a badge, apparently. Be careful. Wanna know what happened? She gave you the wrong amulet. She gave you MY amulet. If you knew me, which you obviously don't - ouch. You would know that us phoenix birds serve as loyal companions to those who have ownership of the amulet that we reside in."

    I leaned over slightly, mitigating the aches and pains all that I could. "So you belong to Irene, then."

    "No I BELONGED to Irene," she corrected. "Now I belong to you. That's why I saved you."

    "Oh."

    "Yeah," she nodded her head. "Lucky you."

    "So… you're kinda like a pokemon, then," I said, slowly processing the information in my possibly concussed head. "Do I get to… give you orders or something?

    "Of course. That's what… Why do you think I'm still here?"

    "Anything?" I asked, tilting my head.

    "Maybe you should tell me to get you a dictionary first, cause I don't think you're grasping the concept here. Yes, Mr. Photosynthawa, anything."

    "Okay - first order of business," I snapped my fingers. "Your name."

    I saw her expression freeze with sudden realization, her wide-open eyes like deer in the headlights.

    Yeah, who's the dumb-dumb now?

    Realizing there was no way out of it, the phoenix exhaled a deep moody sigh, begrudgingly turning herself towards my direction again, and limply offered her outstretched hand.

    "Ria Ignis…" she said in a flat dried-out tone. "Friends call me Riri. Don't call me Riri."

    "Pleasure to meet you, then, Ria," I said, accepting her handshake with a smile and a nod. "Now my name is - "

    "Still don't care."

    Right.

  
    Chapter 29: A Needed Intermission

    Resilience was never exactly my strongest virtue. Strength even less so. The most I've ever exerted myself in my life before this whole fiasco was for this marathon that I hadn't even bothered training for.

    I recalled feeling my soul slip away from my dangling lips, wheezing, and hacking away, as I soldiered on through to the finish line. I told myself never again will I do something that will leave me as sore and hurting.

    So anyway, that was a fucking lie.

    Blood continued to pour out of every open wound. From my arm, from my chest, face… claw marks and stabs wounds that delved deep. Pure adrenaline was the sole reason I was still breathing, to be able to persevere even in the bleakest of moments.

    But now I was out of it and now it was waning. Everything started hurting. Worse and worse.

    Yet, fittingly enough, the injury that inflicted the most amount of anguish onto me was the one that was done by the person I least expected it from.

    

    My left foot, grotesquely pointing at a sharp angle sideways, radiated an almost constant throbbing pressure that sent me hunching forward and wincing at every small twitch.

    "Big ouch there," Ria said, crouching over me, her fiery eyes glancing at every angle of my twisted foot. "Don't worry, though. Cripples are in the in right now. Girls will be falling all over you before you know it."

    This bird girl is seriously something else, I swear.

    "Yes, because my sex appeal is what really concerns me at the moment," I said, venting out the pain with a big huff of air. "Actually, I was hoping you could do something to help me out here."

    "Like what? Bend over your other leg so they're at least symmetrical again?"

    I glared at her but I don't think it had the intended effect, probably because I wasn't able to form any other emotion aside from excruciating pain.

    She flashed a smile.

    "Kidding."

    Ria stood up and walked over to where I laid feebly slumped against a wall. Didn't know what she was up to, but from the way she was staring down at me and puckering her lips, it didn't look like anything good.

    I huddled back a bit, opening my mouth to express my concerns. "You know, you look like you're just about to spit onto my - "

    She spitted at me.

    More specifically, it was a direct bullseye right into my wide-open lips. I felt a tingle as it splashed onto my tongue and then because of that tingle, my muscles went ahead and contracted impulsively, causing her saliva to go whooshing down my throat as I swallowed it whole.

    A chain of events that spanned across a single bizarre second.

    Just... why though?

    "You taste that? Not getting any sweeter. It's only been like - what, 50 years since I last brushed? You'll be fine."

    You'll be fine. Spoken with such assurance. If anybody else had projectile-spit in my direction and followed it up with that, I'd have been very skeptical - I was very skeptical, and also somewhat annoyed, yet it didn't last long. What I felt for her then, had all but dissipated.

    My pain was fading. First was the slice on my cheek, then the gash in my arm, last to go was the burning sting on my chest where the Matriarch had stabbed her fingers in deep. A caressing sensation that dispersed across all my wounds until eventually, when I went ahead to check, had all healed over without a single blemish. Even the cut I made on the palm of my hand had all but vanished.

    "Phoenix, right…" I muttered, sudden realization dawning on me. "You can heal injuries."

    "I do party tricks, too. Kids love that turning into a fiery bird one. Wanna see me do it again?"

    "Spit, though…" I said, smacking my lips and feeling a slight bitter taste. "Really?"

    "I mean, how else did you want me to do it? Kiss you? Sorry, we ain't there yet. Ah - and don't you dare make that an order either! I have fire and I'm not afraid to use it."

    "No… but wouldn't tears suffice as well? I read a book that said you can use your tears to - SHIT!"

    That sound was me trying to get up.

    The muffled thud afterward was also me failing to get up.

    Everything was healed, everything, except for my foot apparently.

    I looked up at her from the ground, lips pursed, caressing the aching in my knee that resulted from the fall, only to see her give a half-apologetic smile.

    "Sorry bucko, but bones are bones, and bones are a bitch. It'll take a little while longer for that one to sort itself out."

    "How much longer?" I asked, scrambling to my feet again. Carefully this time.

    "It's a bad break," said Ria, watching by the sidelines as I teetered and tottered myself upright. "Maybe a week, two perhaps? I don't know. Do I look like a doctor to you?"

    "Great."

    As much as I would love to lie idle in a begotten section of the building in order to recover, I knew it was only a matter of time before we were found. The sudden rumble that shook the ceiling shortly after served to further reinforce my point.

    "Pretty sure that's the sound of someone stomping about up on the third floor," Ria said, brushing away the specks of debris and dust that landed on her head that fell with the rumble. "Wanna head out first, or would you rather play meet and greet?"

    I steadied myself with a hand against the wall, and the other reaching out towards Ria. "Lend me a hand here."

    "That an order?"

    The heck. I can't believe this woman.

    "Say it wasn't…" I said, staring into her eyes. "Would you really allow a poor ol' cripple like me to walk around in such a dangerous place all by his lonesome? Under your watch? Can you really be so heartless as to do that to a person?"

    "Yes."

    I felt my jaw drop in disbelief. "And what would your party kids say?"

    "Party kids aren't here."

    So much for being a loyal companion. I let out a deep breath.

    "Yes. It's an order. Get over here and help me."

    "Wish is my command, my one-legged liege."

    Ria bent over to offer me her shoulder to lean on, which, after a bit of struggle, I managed to wrap my arm around. The first step we took together out of the room was a clumsy one, the second step after was even more so.

    "Man…" Ria said, shaking her head. "If only I was able to suddenly sprout wings and turn into a bird or something, that way I can just fly you around and - hey, wait a minute!"

    "Your transformation isn't exactly subtle, you know," I told her, wincing slightly with the third step. "They still don't know where we are. I'd like to keep it that way."

    "Okay, you masochist. Suit yourself."

    Took a couple of tries but we eventually got the hang of pacing about without sending me doubling over in pain. Out the doorway and into the hallway finally. Up and about, wandering along with the many twists and turns, wondering to myself how on earth was I supposed to accomplish anything with the current state I was in.

    Save Ash and the others then leave. That was, to summarize it, the plan. Irene was supposed to be here to help me sort out the first part, but now I was unsure if she was ever coming.

    Irene said I was supposed to be eaten. Vampires are at their most vulnerable when they're feasting, that's what she said. Somehow, I even managed to mess that up. More specifically, they wouldn't even eat me.

    Now what?

    "Now what?"

    Ria was there to vocalize my thoughts out loud, huffing and puffing as she did, doing her best to embellish the strain I was putting her under as if I weighed like a ton of bricks. I wasn't even that heavy.

    Was I?

    Whatever.

    "We're getting out of here, just for now at least," I said, shifting us to the direction of the nearest stairwell. "We find Irene, we'll come up with another plan, save the day. Good times all around."

    "Oh, goodie," she said. "Always wanted to escort a cripple down a flight of stairs. Can cross that off my bucket list."

    "Are you always going to be this sarcastic?"

    I heard her snort with amusement. Turning to face her, there in plain view, was a big fat smile directed towards me.

    "Only to the people I find really interesting," she said, a peculiar playfulness glimmering in her crimson eyes. "And so far, you've been simply fascinating. A solid 11 out of 10."

    We reached the stairwell.

    "I'm going to regret asking 'Why', aren't I?" I said, going one foot at a time down the steep steps.

    "I'll save you the wondering. See, I've been your secret stalker for some time now. All the while I was in the amulet, I saw and heard all you did. Really, the words you say, the things you agree to… you know, if you really wanna kill yourself, there are less painful ways to go about it."

    "I'm not suicidal."

    "Could have fooled me. I don't know anybody else who'd go out on their way to intentionally anger a Matriarch. Also, you bit one. Pretty sure that scenario is supposed to go the other way around, actually. Then again, I guess it only counts as suicide if she ever gets you."

    "Then don't let her get me," I said, pausing for a breather mid-way down the stairs.

    "That an order too?"

    Order this, order that… It almost felt as if I was back with Ash again - almost… until the bitter reality started settling in again and the pain in my leg gave another twitch.

    "Not an order…" I whispered, resuming our journey. I don't want to feel that guilt again.

    "Oh?" There was a hint of eagerness behind that tone, and the gaze that stared at me had interest flurrying within them, but I kept my mouth shut.

    Once she eventually realized I wasn't going to say anything more, she reined herself back a bit, yet hovering close enough to see that a smile was still on her face.

    "Here's a gotcha moment for you," she said, "I'm not going to let you kill yourself either way."

    I stared back at her. "Firstly, again, I'm not suicidal. Secondly, why?"

    "Sorry, but I do think it's my turn now to say something ambiguous and not give you an answer for it. Seems only fair, I suppose."

    "O… okay?" I said.

    "Shh! This is where you keep quiet and silently ponder to yourself about what I just said. Don't ruin this for me."

    Oh wow. How does she…? It feels like I'm being read like an open book here. Well then, it's my turn to give her a gotcha moment of her own. See how she likes it.

    "You know," I began, getting ready to put on my best evil-mastermind expression. "Telling you to help me just now wasn't actually an order. I was lying."

    "Yeah, I know… so was I, I was going to help carry you out either way," she said, her lips shaping to a wide mischievous grin as we took the last step down to the first floor. "Difference being, one of us is a better liar than the other."

    I really can't even with this bird.

  
    Chapter 30: Hunted

    There was another rumble echoing far off into the distance. It's aftershock rippling across both the building and ourselves. A tremor that was comparable to that of a mini-earthquake.

    For my side, I thought it was a cause for concern. Ria, on the other hand, couldn't look less bothered even if she tried.

    "What? Her sister is in the process of becoming a ravenous monster, I think a bit of wall smashing and furniture breaking is a bit warranted here. So long as it isn't my spine she's snapping into pieces, can't say I have any complaints."

    She made a good point. Couldn't think of any rebuttal for that, except for the one, the big one, the one with white hair and pointed ears, currently hot on our heels like some kind of fantasy terminator.

    "And if it's the Elf that's after us… well," she continued, breath growing heavy from fatigue. "Guess we better hurry then, huh?"

    The Elf that was after was… yeah, I don't think I'll be able to get used to such a phrase. Not with Ash, at least. Yet there was still that part of me that wanted to rationalize it all… I mean, I have already seen her like this before, haven't I? Albeit, with a little more spring to her step.

    What if she really was like this all along? She was made a knight for a reason, wasn't she? Loyal knight to the demon queen Terestra.

    Then there was the other part, the part that wanted to derationalize the rational…  I don't know, feelings are a complicated thing to sort out. I tossed it aside for now. Won't get any closure if I wasn't alive to receive any.

    We continued, a step at a time, until...

    "Homestretch," I whispered.

    The exit to the building was like a beacon of hope in a sea of despair, the moonlight rays of the outside filtered through the shattered glass panels of the double doors. I felt my insides give a backflip just at the sight of it.

    Walked again, a little faster in pace this time, eagerness trumping pain, relief replacing unease. I was barely leaning on Ria at this point, we were so nearly there.

    Very nearly.

    Then very nearly again.

    Walked long enough to have reached the exit by then, yet it was just as far away as it was 30 paces ago.

    We didn't move a single inch.

    "Homestretch…" muttered Ria with a half-hearted sigh. "What a way with words you have."

    I looked to her for clarification, which she simply followed up by floundering her fingers in a mystical manner.

    "Magic…." she whispered in an exaggerated ominous tone.

    I hate magic.

    "I don't suppose you can - "

    "No, I can't, it's a barrier, a big stretchy barrier," she interjected. "Didn't feel it when we first got here, meaning she only had it made recently. Clever illusion, actually. Could run an entire marathon and we still wouldn't have made a smidgen of progress towards it. Watch."

    Ria stretched out her hand in front of us. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, nothing until she slowly swayed it around - that's when the wrinkling started. The rays of moonlight, the shattered double glass door, the path leading to it, the view of it forming ripples across her every movement.

    Bye-bye beacon of hope. Hello again, sea of despair.

    "Funny though," Ria said, withdrawing her arm back to her side. "Barrier like this, it's a very complex, very strenuous piece of magic. Surprise she'd go out of her way to create one that expands the entire building just for one stray away. She must really hate your guts."

    Gears in my head began turning, like disjointed puzzle pieces fitting into place, I had a thought. 'Please don't make me kill you', was one of the things she had said to Adalia.

    "I don't think the barrier is for us," I said.

    There was a scream. A loud, deafening scream that filled the halls with its ferocity. A scream that flooded me with dread and fear like nothing else. For it was an empty scream, one without malice, without hatred, sadness - nothing. Just a simple frenzied scream of madness.

    And in the midst of the vocal dissonance, another tumultuous boom resonated throughout the vicinity… the ceiling appeared to be creaking. Then - an explosion, blasting both sight and sound into a raging miasma of white dust and falling concrete.

    We turned around in an instant.

    A hole in the ceiling. In front of us, visible through the dissipating smoke, standing tall atop a mountain of debris, the piercing glimmer of emerald eyes stared back at us, unflinching.

    Ash took a step towards us, the dirt and dust that caked her entire body going disregarded, as a magnificent glow of white light materialized a gleaming silver sword into her grasp. Didn't even know she could do that. What else didn't I know about her?

    I took a step back.

    "Well, that one's certainly for us…" Ria said.

    What was Ash thinking in there, if she even still had thought? What's her goal? To kill me? Capture me?

    That small part in my mind blared out to me again -  go and reason with her. But I already tried, haven't I? And what did I have to show for it?

    I wasn't listening to that part anymore.

    My eyes shifted over to Ria's. "Get us out of here - Now!"

    No jokes, no witty remarks this time. Ria grabbed hold of me, both arms wrapped tight around my body, just as Ash spurred towards our direction. Her eyes met mine, bare meters away with her sword held high, before the very sight of her became enveloped by a sea of flames that soared high into the air.

    There was a high-pitch screech, then the clangor of heavy metal - a sharp gust of wind whistled past my face.

    I felt myself be lifted to the air.

    Ria, in her phoenix form, tethered her talons once more to my back and soared upwards in a blaze of golden feathers. Leaving behind Ash, her sword striking fissures to the concrete where we had previously stood, mere inches from my position.

    If it wasn't for her being blinded by Ria's fire… capture was out of the question, then. Damn it, Ash.

    Another flutter of wings and Ria soared us into the hole in the ceiling Ash had made. From there, it was a continuous mad dash towards every pathway we could find. I spun around, only for a second, and saw that Ash had already followed us through.

    I was left dangling like a loose strand of string. With every swerve, every sharp turn, I collided with the hard wall. I knew it wasn't deliberate, but it didn't help soothe the growing ache in my shoulders.

    It was still audible. Past the intermittent shrieks of a frenzied beast, she could still be heard. Through the rising tremors and quakes that shook the very walls of the building, she wouldn't relent. Shortening the distance with every second, Ash was an unstoppable force of nature that couldn't be hindered.

    Even through a dozen walls of solid concrete, just when we would think we had finally eluded her, she would smash through them without any extra effort, reducing what stood between us to mere rebar and debris and the chase would continue.

    Meanwhile, it persisted, the struggles from up above, Matriarch against Matriarch, tearing away what was left of the already dilapidated building. Walls toppling, ceilings collapsing, Ria did her best to evade them all.

    Second floor, third floor, fourth floor, first - elevation constantly shifting with every new hole that crumbled open. Yet even with the hostile instability of the structure, Ash jumped, dodged, and climbed through them all - using everything at her disposal to not lose sight of us.

    Something had to be done. She was still gaining ground despite all odds.

    But what? What could I do?

    Again, from the first floor to the third in one meteoric streak upwards, yet our distances never lengthened. They only seem to shorten.

    Something, but what? What?!

    The irrational part blared out to me again, a growing clamor in my head that just wouldn't turn off - 'Talk to her!' it yelled repeatedly.

    No other options presented itself to me. None that I could come up with.

    Talk to her!

    I turned. Ash had her hand outstretched, nearly, very nearly there, grasping for a hold me, snatching, and very nearly seizing. The bandage I placed from a time that seemed so long ago now, still wrapped around her palm. I took in a breath.

    "Ash!"

    She lunged. Her grasp narrowly avoided by a corner turn. I tried again.

    "Stop it, Ash! Stop! You need to snap out of it!"

    Ria let out an ear-splitting screech directed solely at me. Even without words, I knew what she was trying to convey - That talking to her wasn't of any use, that I was simply yelling at a soulless husk.

    I just didn't care.

    "Stop chasing us, Ash! Listen to me - just listen! Please!"

    Her next grab didn't miss. A fistful of fabric, the back of my shirt was being wrenched back. Stopping me, stopping Ria. Broaden wings, harder flaps, all to no avail.

    The sword in Ash's right hand made to strike.

    That's when I felt something inside me snap.

    "LET GO!"

    I remembered shouting, remembered feeling as if a dormant beast had awoken within me. Remembered anger surging through every vein in my body. I also remembered that the voice that left my lips with that shout certainly wasn't my own.

    Ash released her hold and off we went, speeding down the corridor without a second's hesitation.

    Further from the Elf, who stood still and rigid. Further from her, whose stare met my own once more as we drifted further apart. Further from Ash, whose blank expression seemed to flicker - to falter, if only slightly.

    We rounded another corner before I could have a second look.

    Ria maintained a brisk pace, but it looked as if Ash had stopped giving chase. I could hardly believe it, and judging by the way Ria kept cocking her head back at me, neither could she.

    We thought we were safe. We weren't.

    There was another scream from up above, a different scream from all the others. A shrilling pulsating vibration rippled with that scream, and it persisted for longer than the rest.

    I thought nothing of it until Ria plummeted to the ground, sending us crashing into the hard concrete floor with a rough stumble that twisted my broken foot even more.

    I held back the urge to scream out loud in favor of focusing on what the hell just happened. My eyes search around, catching sight of Ria right beside me, suddenly in her human form and frozen stiff.

    "Ria!" I called out to her, reaching out a hand to her body. "You okay? What happened?"

    "Stupid… bloody… Matriarch…" Each word she let out was with strained effort, she struggled to twist her head towards me, grunting, "Powerful scream… the frenzied… capable… immobilizing magical… creatures."

    I saw her try to get up, through focused grunts and every ounce of strength, before collapsing with a heavy breath.

    "Can't… move…" She said, and once she saw my concerns, added, "It's okay… lasts only for… a while. What I want… to know now… is… how… you managed to overrule... a Matriarch's… control."

    My memories flashed back to just then, how Ash just obeyed so suddenly. I looked back at Ria.

    "I don't… I don't know," I answered.

    "Clever… real clever."

    Confusion, confused amusement, was what she stared back at me with, it remained that way for a while until a loud stomping noise from right behind us faded it into raw apprehension.

    "Whatever... you did," she said gravely. "Do it... again."

    I turned myself over.

    

    Ash stood looming over us. Gone was that brief flicker of emotion. Those expressionless eyes that stared back at me, that gripped the sword tight, was not one that I could outmaneuver any longer.

    Small movement alone generated a huge torrent of pain that brought me stumbling to the ground, ultimately rendering me helpless on the floor. I could recede back but she'd just outpace me. I was just delaying the inevitable.

    "Tell her... to stop," Ria urged, her eyes wide in alarm. "Say… something!"

    I tried to focus on her face. "Ash…. stop." Tried to find a sliver of her true self in there somewhere. "Stay, Ash… don't move." As she braced the sword to plummet. "It's me, damn it!" The glistening tip of the blade pointed squarely to my chest.

    "ASH!"

    I did not find her at all. The blade took its plunge. Maybe it was merely a flicker after all.

    Time seemed to slow down in that one moment. I could see it all. The way she held the blade as she brought it down, how her emerald eyes kept staring into my own but never conveying anything. I had time to brace myself for the sword to bore through me.

    Yet at the very second it was supposed to, I felt something light pressed against me instead, and a view of flaming hair coating my vision. It wasn't until I heard a howl of unbridled agony did I finally realize that Ria had rolled herself on top of me and took the brunt of the stab.

    Wasn't enough. A portion of the sword pierced through her and stabbed into me. Like a hot iron pressed onto the skin, every receptor in my body was screaming with pain.

    But I knew it couldn't compare to hers… to Ria's. Her face, inches from mine, her expression swimming in utter anguish. Blood, warm blood, intermixed, started pouring.

    "You're… fine." I heard her say.

    Gritting her teeth, I saw her take a wavering breath.

    There was a spark, vanishing as fast as it had appeared. Then two sparks, lingering in the air. Now there were three. Long strands of embers, encircling us before erupting into an explosive ring of fire that consumed everything within the vicinity.

    Ash was blown back by the shockwave. Sent flying out of sight. The sword that impaled us disintegrated into nothingness, and the concrete we laid upon began to slowly melt into a bright glowing ooze.

    By the time I realized what she was trying to accomplish, Ria had already done it. She had burnt a literal hole in the floor and consequently, we sunk into a freefall all the way down to the next floor below. The second.

    We landed in an explosive swirl of dust and rubble, coincidentally, back in the same room we sought refuge in before. Only now, the ceiling was open and scorched with Ria's flames.

    I couldn't even feel myself slamming to the ground, I was numbed to sensation. All I could focus on was how cold I felt, how every breath I took seemed to get weaker and weaker… how our blood continued to pool over our bodies.

    For the second time in such a short time, I found myself treading at the boundary of death.

    Ria started to stir. Raising her head, which previously laid slumped on my chest, with gasps of pain, her breathing as unsteady as mine.

    "Told… you," she muttered weakly, managing a faint smile.

    I tried to return it. A small chuckle. All I managed was a wheezing cough. I needed… sleep. I just needed rest. Then I'll be fine.

    I allowed my eyelids to fall. Allowed the darkness to send me drifting. And I know when I next opened them again… I'll be just fine.

    Something warm pressed against my lips. My eyes fluttered open.

    Ria's face was unusually close to mine. Everything about her was too close for comfort. Her eyes that were shut tight. Her nose that grazed my skin with every exhale. And her soft lips, that pressed against my own.

    The taste of metal pervaded my senses, the thick gelatinous mixture of saliva and blood seeping in. She impelled, forced it deeper into my mouth. I felt her pinch my arm, an obvious indication telling me to swallow. So I did. The muscles in my throat contracted wide.

    Immediately, I started feeling much better. The familiar tingling sensation dispersing across the stab wound in my gut, the aching in my back. Strength was returning me. Foot was still hurting, as always though.

    Ria pulled away, smacking her lips once, and stared at me. "Looks like... we're there now," she said as she rolled off of me. "Lucky you."

    Her warmth on my lips, I could still feel it. I managed to sit upright, managed to take in a proper breath once more, and managed that chuckle I've been meaning to give.

    "Does this mean I get to call you Riri now?"

    A feeble giggle. "Don't… push it."

    Her words had no energy to them. When I saw the blood that continued to pour out of her chest, her lips, the relief I had instantly evaporated. She wasn't healing.

    Ria forced a smile upon seeing my reaction and leaned herself against the same wall I did when we first arrived here.

    "Yeah, still dying…" She said, her voice gradually fading in strength. "I don't heal."

    "No, no, no… you're kidding," Never mind the foot, never mind the pain, I dragged myself beside her, eyes wide in panic. "What do I do? What do you want me to do?"

    Her chuckle spewed blood, coughing copious amount at a time. I wish she didn't do that. The flames in her hair, the crimson luster in her eyes, they were waning by the second.

    "Simple... really," she said.

    From the bits and pieces on the ground, I saw her scoop up a shattered piece of sharp glass. I felt my heart plummet as she feebly stretched it towards me, beckoning for me to take hold of it.

    She looked me in the eye and smiled again.

    "Just finish the job."

  
    Chapter 31: Hidden Behind Layers

    She coughed again.

    I stared, the glass shard lying limp at the palm of my hand.

    "You can't be serious," I said.

    "Actually, I can - watch," Ria pulled a face, one that made it look as if she was going through some serious chronic constipation. "See? Can you… please slit my throat now?"

    I held onto my reserves. "You'll come back?"

    "'Course I'll come back. Phoenix, remember?" She nudged her head at me, her eyes unfocused. "Come on, hurry it up… I promise it won't kill you."

    Didn't even have the time to process what I actually was doing. No time for any moral dilemmas. No time for reluctance to brew over as I held the jagged edge over her throat.

    Her eyes stared back at me and I felt the shard quiver slightly. I ironed my resolve, gripping it, till it broke skin.

    

    "You ready?" I asked.

    "No," she uttered faintly. "Are you?"

    I didn't answer.

    "No one's ever ready…" she said.

    Ria closed her eyes, her face tightening, bracing, her breath held back by sealed lips.

    I hadn't the faintest idea of how I was supposed to go about it. No clue how deep I was supposed to go, how fast I was supposed to be… whether I'd be able to finish it with one clean stroke, minimizing pain, or maybe I'd fumble - a clumsy cut and doubling her suffering.

    It wasn't every day you're asked to kill a person. To me, before this, I thought killing a person would be the hardest thing you could ever do.

    Afterward, I was frightened by just how easy it was. How the blade just glided effortlessly through her skin, how fast the blood was to spurt out and dribble down, staining her crimson dress with the darkest shade of red.

    Didn't hear her scream, didn't even see her flail an inch. She went quietly. Her head slumping to the side, her expression is that of staring without seeing. The fire had gone from her hair, her eyes… no indication that she was in any pain at all whatsoever.

    But I knew… from the tears that had formed, glistening in her vacant eyes, I just knew that it must have been unbearable, painful. She just didn't show it.

    My question was, why would she spare me the guilt?

    I looked at my hand, coated deeply with the warmth of her blood, and wondered briefly just how many times already had she done this. Clearly, not enough to be used to it yet. I can share in that… because I don't think I ever will either.

    There was a thud. The unmistakable slam of feet against concrete, its echo reverberating throughout the room as if in warning to a presence other than our own.

    A welcome presence then… an unwelcome presence now.

    Never thought there will come a time where I'd learn to fear Ash's presence. As it turns out though, regrettably, I was a fast learner.

    The unfeeling gaze that met mine as I turned around had me paralyzed with fear. Her lengthy strides towards my crumpled state, time and time again, was one empty of hesitation.

    Damn it, Ash.

    Escape, once again, was an impossibility. Not with this damn leg that she left me with. Again, crawling can't outpace walking.

    I still had the shard in my hand, bloodied and sharp. Despite knowing the futility of it, I went ahead and raised it against her march. Silly as it was, I was hoping I could buy enough time for Ria to stir to life, as little as it may be.

    But it seems I didn't have to.

    A discharge of blazing white shot out from Ria's outstretched hand. A relentless volley of fire that consumed Ash in an explosion of gray smoke. I looked to the side and Ria was already scrambling to get up, the slit in her neck was gone, the large puncture wound in her chest replaced by an unblemished surface of smooth skin.

    "See?" She said, the flames in her eyes glancing over at me, her voice full of vigor. "Didn't even feel a thing."

    Liar.

    The flames that expelled out of the palm of her hand magnified and Ash staggered back, her arms in a brace, shielding her face. Despite it, she powered through, one foot in front of the other, gradually creeping closer and closer.

    "I hate how resilient Elves are," muttered Ria, clicking her tongue in annoyance. "Always such a pain."

    Two hands outstretched now, doubling the intensity of the unending blaze, so much so that the wall behind Ash was scorched to a pure black, and then somewhere within the crackle and snapping sparks of fire, I heard Ash expel a strained grunt.

    Something came over me, right then, as I turned to face Ria.

    "What are you going to do to Ash?"

    She acknowledged my question with a fleeting glance my way. "What you said. I'm going to turn her into ash."

    "Don't," I said at once, steadying myself upright while leaning on one side. "That's an order."

    I saw her brow give a flicker.

    "Your first official order and it's one that's going to get the both of us killed. Think through it."

    "She's isn't herself!"

    "Obviously!" She snapped back. "Doesn't change the fact that she can snap you like a toothpick. Elf-knight, I get it - whatever! Obviously, you have history. Look back at that history. Do you think she would rather kill you, or you kill her?"

    Her argument was sound, her qualms to it rightfully justified. I'm sure if it was somebody else in my shoes, with everything that has already happened so far, they'd have reluctantly accepted the reality of it. Me, though… I was just too stubborn to see reason.

    "I gave you an order," I said.

    The glare that shaped her eyes, that little begrudging sigh she gave, obviously she must think I was an idiot. To her credit, I was… but hearing Ash quietly whimper in pain was just too much for me.

    "Whatever," Ria said, her flames slowing in momentum. "Just don't blame me if - "

    Her words were abruptly interrupted. The moment the flames waned in the slightest, Ash had charged forth to within inches of us in an instant, her fist raised to strike.

    With barely enough time to react, Ria conjured a large flowing fan of flames that swerved Ash's strike sideways, into a wall, shattering it to pieces. Without skipping a beat, Ria bound Ash's arms to tendril-like flames that sprouted from the earth, restricting her movement in place.

    "There!" gasped Ria, backing away and breathing hard with tension. "I only subdued her, happy?"

    Ash tried to lunge forward but she simply could not. Limited to just basic writhing and twisting, her every attempt at prying herself free tightening the hot glowing coils around her wrists.

    I tried getting closer.

    Ash immediately darted forward and I stopped in my tracks. She would have gotten me if not for those binds.

    Ria pulled me back.

    "That won't hold her for long," she said, placing my arm around her shoulder once more. "We're leaving."

    Knowing that there was nothing I could do to help Ash was a bitter pill to swallow. As I limped pathetically out of that godforsaken room and back into the endless stretches of the halls, I couldn't help but express myself in the most honest way I could.

    "I'm useless."

    Ria, right by side, couldn't help but overhear my little plight.

    "Wow, self-deprecation," she said. "If you're going to start moaning about how this is somehow all your fault, can you please only do it after we're safe?"

    "How do I get her out of it?" I turned to face her. "Get Ash out of that state, tell me how."

    "You really don't give up, do you?" said Ria in disbelief. "What if I told you there was no way, what would you say?"

    "Find me a way."

  
    Chapter 32: New Plan

    She shook her head. "Okay. Alright. Fine. You want your Elf-Knight back so bad, go play peacekeeper, talk to the Matriarch - the normal one, be sure to say 'please' too while you're at it. She put her in that state, she can get her out of it. Provided her crazy sister hasn't ripped her to shreds yet, that is."

    "Okay, let's go do that then."

    Again, another shake of the head. She does that enough times, she's gonna sprain herself.

    'Or…just here me out here, or - we get a very influential, very arousing individual. Have her somehow overrule the Matriarch's brainwashing and place the Elf under a magic coma thing, just temporarily, then we can figure out how to break her out of it after everything is done."

    I stopped in place to consider the option briefly, very briefly… it was a whole lot safer than the former. And I'll be dealing with people who aren't looking to tear my throat out. There was just one problem though...

    "Irene isn't here," I said, continuing on. "And considering the state of things, I'm not sure if she'll even be arriving at all. Got no choice, we're heading for Amelia."

    "And what?" She exclaimed, waving a hand into the air. "Do you seriously think the Matriarchs are just gonna come falling out of the sky?"

    There was a crash, a slam, and the ceiling in front of us plummeted to the ground with a resounding thump. Two bright glowing slits emerged harbored beneath from the thick haze of dust that followed, trailing it was a beast-like growl.

    The smog dissipated.

    Adalia was on all fours, her hands, and feet contorted into claw-like appendages. Her fangs stretched past her lips, already coated with blood. Beneath her laid Amelia, barely clinging to life, lacerations and gashes lining every inch of her skin, blood flowing ceaselessly from two puncture holes at the side of her neck.

    We stood frozen, rooted to the spot with shock.

    Crawling past her sister's body, Adalia slowly approached us, a gurgling noise crackling from the depths of her throat. Her glossy, bloodshot eyes met my own, and I saw there was no sense of recognition within them. She had completely lost it.

    Frenzied.

    "Well," whispered Ria, nudging me by the shoulder. "Don't think a little 'please' is gonna work here."

    Adalia was terrifying.

    Nothing came close.

    I thought I had witnessed the true extent of a Matriarch's wrath. Felt it through my own experiences, what was to be expected. After Amelia… I thought nothing else could drive home the absolute terror that was a Matriarch's ire.

    Yet not even she could compare… not to her sister.

    

    Adalia was another monster entirely.

    Wordless, emotionless, it was a vastly different type of terror. Not a threat, not even a word left her lips. Solely by the way she crept towards us, shambling along, her every movement contorting her limbs in ways that shouldn't be possible… how strands of her bloodied hair stuck to her pale white skin, that was all it took to send my heart slamming against my chest.

    Worse was, just as Ash was, this was a threat that couldn't be reasoned with.

    I backed up another step, Ria promptly following suit, none of us daring any sudden movement.

    "Hey…" I said, my voice barely a whisper. "Can you…?"

    "Fight?" Ria finished, a slight edge in her tone. "I'm dead before I even try."

    "Fly?"

    She narrowed her lips.

    "Remember what happened last time?"

    Still fresh in my mind, that nauseating shriek of hers. I remembered. Didn't need another demonstration.

    Adalia drawled out a meaningless ghoulish moan, her head swaying and bobbing to every movement yet her gaze never once broke away, a vacant pupilless stare that looked at no other besides me.

    I heard her moan again… but upon closer scrutiny, it turns out it was anything but meaningless.

    "...res… tra."

    There was that feeling of dread again.

    "Fire…" I said, spouting the next thing that came to mind. "Just drive her off. Vampires hate the light, right?"

    "Frenzied ones are a bit more resilient to that. It's going to have to be a big one."

    "Then make it a big one. What's the problem?"

    Ria's grim expression caught my eye.

    "I need all of my flames to do that," she said. "The Elf's going to have to come loose."

    From the way she conveyed it, it sounded almost like an ultimatum. Behind the words, all I heard screaming at me was 'Decide'. Who would you rather take your chances against? Which, to you, is the lesser of two evils?

    Time wasn't a privilege I had even though I so desperately needed it.

    Adalia was ready to pounce.

    "Do it."

    A flick of her wrist and instantly a huge wall of flame spewed forth from the ground, fissures forming against the concrete, sporadic cracks rippling from the blinding pillars of light.

    Squinting, I saw through narrow eyes that Adalia had immediately recoiled back, hissing in pain… that was all I could possibly see right up until the next second where she became barely a flicker whizzing in the air, lunging from wall to wall before vanishing, leaving only the crumbling imprints from where she had clung onto in her wake.

    Gone deeper into the depths of the dark corridor in less than a second.

    "Yeah, you wanted to try outflying that?" said Ria, her expression as bewildered as my own.

    As the flames dwindled, and my vision gradually adjusted, I still could hardly believe what I had just witnessed. That wasn't just fast… she was practically invisible to the naked eye. Now, I'm starting to understand how she was able to easily best her sister. Speaking of which…

    Amelia was rousing.

    It was slight, but the feeble rise and fall of her chest were unmistakable. Breathing, at least, for the time being. I'd say I felt sorry for her but there was just nothing to feel sorry for. Not after everything.

    Ria limped me over to the Matriarch's side where I could get a better view.

    The fact that she was still alive despite her grievous injuries was nothing short of a miracle. There was not an inch of her that wasn't covered with some sort of wound or bruise.

    From the purple swell of her eyelid, I saw her bat an eye my way. Someone's conscious again.

    "You…" Amelia's voice sounded aloud. No longer in anger, no longer in threats. Just a fading whisper. "I hate you."

    Aside from that, nothing about how we interacted had changed in the slightest.

    "The feeling's mutual," I said.

    To the side, I heard Ria suppressing a cough, which closely sounded a bit like the words: "Ass her!"

    Wincing and with a bit of aid, I leaned myself closer to Amelia. "I want to talk to you about Ash, the Elf you took."

    "Leave me be," She turned her gaze to the side. "Just let me die."

    Even closer now, on bent knees, I spoke to her again. "Cut the shit. You don't mean that."

    A sharp intake of breath from right behind. Ria was frantically shaking her head. The alarming look in her eyes conveying more than words ever could.

    Something familiar happened just then. Amelia started glaring at me again, her swollen lips shaping to what appeared to be a misshapen frown.

    "And just what do you think you know about me, human?"

    I looked to Ria again, who merely shrugged her shoulders. Big help, she was.

    "The victims, the ones you took for your sister," I said, turning back to face her. "The barrier, the one you made for your sister. Those injuries you've sustained, the ones you got fighting your sister."

    I could go on and on. A long list of details that I've noted throughout my entire captivity, but those three were all took for her to get the message.

    "You're not going to die. You won't rest until you can guarantee your sister's safety. That, if nothing else, is what I know about you."

    No attempt for denial, no effort to prove me wrong. Amelia maintained silence, her gaze continuing to fail to meet mine.

    "Think you might have botched that," whispered Ria from right behind me.

    I thought I might have as well, that was until I heard Amelia give another rousing breath.

    "What do you want?" She said begrudgingly through gritted teeth.

    The magic words I wanted to hear. I found myself leaning in close once more.

    "I've come to bargain."

  
    Chapter 33: Bargain?

    "Bargain?"

    There was a moment of utter disbelief, then through repressive grunts, she started feebly chuckling at me.

    "You offer nothing of value to me," she said, her laughter ceasing almost at once. "You expect me… to listen? I don't need this, leave me be or kill me. Pick one so that I don't have to listen to your grating voice any longer."

    Ria whistled. So much hostility on the verge of death, even I was somewhat amazed.

    Luckily for me, I already expected her wholehearted uncooperative-ness, she can tell me to get lost all she wants, I wasn't going anywhere. Besides, it's not like she could either.

    "You need help with your sister," I said. "What kind of help, I can't say for sure… but you were fighting her. I get the feeling you're not looking to kill her but just to make sure, do you want her dead?"

    "I want you dead."

    Okay then… so much for being civilized.

    'We can help you. I know you don't have a lot of time. That sun comes up, you go to sleep, no telling what will happen next, right? Ria's a phoenix… fire is a valuable asset here, Adalia shrank away from it. All I'm asking is that you release Ash. You do that, then I can convince her to help you too, and then you could - "

    "Stop."

    A demand uttered so simply, yet spoken with such intensity that I felt compelled to comply with it. I had thought given her weakened state, I was able to take control and steer the discussion where I wanted it. The one with all the cards in his hand.

    How wrong I was. Amelia was already sitting up, already healing, already fine. The swelling, the scars, gone. Like they were never there in the first place.

    "You want to bargain?" She said, speaking without struggle. "You can't. You won't. Not on your terms."

    Her eyes then shifted over to something over my shoulder. Curiosity went ahead and got the better of me and I turned to follow her gaze. The moment I did, I froze.

    The glistening tip of a sword was pointed directly in-between my eyes. The wielder smelled of burnt flesh and singed clothes. How, where, when… those questions were all thrown out the shattered windows of the building as I took in the sight of Ash again, ready once more to deliver the killing blow, as she had so many times before.

    Ria, who was supposed to be watching over me, had her hands cupped over her mouth with the most dumbfounded look on her face.

    "I didn't even see her…" she said breathlessly.

    Amelia spoke again, the same tone, the same intensity. "Back away."

    When Ash lowered her sword and retreated a few steps back, that's when it clicked. How aloof she seemed even at the face of death, how Ash had suddenly snuck up on us beneath our notice… Illusion magic… this Matriarch... I was never the one Amelia was telling to stop. The cards were never in my hand.

    Unsurprisingly, with such a turn of events, I wasn't feeling as daring as before anymore. Every nerve, every muscle in my body started twitching, between fight or flight, it chose flight, yet I had to see this through. I might never get this chance again.

    "You haven't killed me yet," I said, treading my words on the side of caution. "I'm guessing you understand you won't be able to do this by yourself. You need Ria for this."

    "If not for her, human..." Amelia said ominously, the scowl in her expression turning towards Ria. "If not for her…"

    Ria for her part did not do much to diffuse the tension.

    "Please, excuse the human," she said, straining a smile. "He's just a bit grumpy that you made his girlfriend break his leg."

    A smile that wasn't returned by either of us. Amelia set her sights back onto me.

    "Your phoenix and your elf, with the two of them I believe subduing Adalia will be possible."

    "What? Subdue her?" interjected Ria. "From a frenzy that severe? It'll be an easier time just getting rid of her. Do you honestly think you can revert her back? It's not possible."

    "It's possible!" Amelia's voice echoed in the air, her glare like daggers. "If she speaks out of line again, the elf will suffer for it. Order her to be quiet."

    I placed a finger against my lips while looking at Ria. She got the message loud and clear, waving her arms in submission, resigning herself to the nearest column in the vicinity to lean onto.

    After shooting another warning glare in Ria's direction, Amelia finally continued.

    "My sister hasn't feasted for more than a century. Not since Kronocia's destruction. Not since Terestra's disappearance. Matriarchs can last decades without a single drop of human blood. Animals, rodents… it is not conventional, but it is doable. But abstaining for this long without actual human blood - without Terestra… my sister… it is unprecedented, I do not know the extent of her frenzied state, normally this far in, there would be no turning back from it… normally, that is."

    I hung onto her every word. "What are you proposing then?"

    "As I've said, help me subdue my sister. As much as it pains me to ask, I am getting more desperate as the seconds go by. I know it is possible to turn her back. Terestra… Terestra is here, I know she is. We've been searching. Years and years… I just need to find her, bring her to Adalia. She can… I know she'll be able to do something, bring her back."

    That inflection at the end there, that little bit of uncertainty I've heard. I know I knew next to nothing about Kronocia or Terestra… but even her plan, to me, had me raising doubts.

    Too vague, too many variables… but if it was to save Ash… I kept my mouth shut, for now, still with perked ears.

    "Phoenix fire to trap her, blind her… slow her momentum. The elf, her strength is something to behold, even for one of her kind, she will restraint her, obstruct her if necessary. I'm not… I've sustained too many injuries, I will not be operating to my fullest potential, but I'm confident I'll be able to incapacitate her, so long as everything goes according to plan."

    From the corner of my vision, I saw Ria roll her eyes and shake her head. It seems we both thought that her plan was dubious at best. Whether or not Amelia herself was aware of it… it's likely desperation could be clouding her judgment.

    "You do as I say, and if the phoenix does as you say… the plan works, my sister lives - I will release the elf. I will let you all go. You will never hear from us again, I promise you."

    Ria and I shared a glance, though nothing was said between us, we both had this mutual understanding that whatever outcome it may be… it's highly likely it wouldn't be playing in our favor.

    Amelia must have sensed our unease, for her tone suddenly went grim again.

    "Anything wrong happens," she said, "Anything not as intended. My sister winds up dead. I will kill you, I will kill your phoenix - the elf… I will not hesitate. Are we clear?"

    Her stare was a piercing one. The type that wouldn't let you think things through, the type that wanted an answer instantly. I just said the first thing that came to mind.

    "This would be a whole lot easier if you just let Ash go now."

    She didn't like that.

    "The phoenix is already at your command. Giving you free rein of two powerful beings against my weakened state does not really fill me with much confidence," she said.

    "You don't trust me."

    "Trust?!" She bared her fangs at me. "After everything? You expect trust?"

    "And you? Everything you did to me, all the pain you put me through, just water under the bridge now, is it? I shouldn't even be here trying to talk to you, but I am. I'm risking myself here, trusting you despite everything, the least you could do is give me the same treatment."

    A profound silence filled the air. I realized too late that I might have pushed too far this time. Ria's nervous shuffling only further affirmed that assumption but by then it was too late to take it all back. All that was left was to see how she would react.

    "Fine," she simply said.

    I braced for an outburst, I expected her to last out at me at any moment. She didn't. She remained sitting where she was, not a flicker on her expression. Was I in the clear?

    Yes, I was… yet it was only because my eyes weren't the ones meeting hers. Her gaze hovered right above my shoulder, staring straight at the person that had been standing behind me all this time. Ash wasn't in the clear.

    "Elf," Amelia began before I could say anything. "Take your sword and slice your throat open."

    Ria was the first to act, breaking into a sprint just as I have finished turning myself towards Ash. The blade was already hovering inches above her throat. Never a word, never a sound, closer she brought the blade to herself, faster than anybody could reach.

    I tried, I ran, made it two steps before I came crashing to the ground in an aching mess.

    Everything remained the same, why does everything remain the same? Why couldn't I do anything? Why can't I just save her?

    "Okay!" I heard the panic in my voice, the helplessness. "I'll do it, we'll do it! Just stop it! Tell her to - "

    Her sword fell. Her body fell. A clatter, a thud, an echo swiftly snuffed in the deathly quiet. I didn't want it to be real, I wanted to reach out and feel that she wasn't really there, lying lifeless before my eyes, that she wasn't really dead.

    Let it be a dream. I wanted it so badly to be a dream. And perhaps, as I took a closer look, it might just be.

    Blood did not pool over her body. No wound, no slit, her throat remained untouched. Ash didn't cut herself. So why was she…?

    "She's asleep," said Ria, kneeling over Ash's unconscious body, wearing an expression of utter confusion. "But how?"

    

    Even Amelia, as much as I loathed her at the moment, I couldn't help but note the astonishment in her voice.

    "What is this?"

    That's when I caught it. A strong whiff of something familiar - the arousing scent of someone unmistakable. It wasn't just my imagination, judging by the way recognition filled Ria's face, she must have picked up on it too.

    A trail of red vapor began seeping out of Ash. Every pore, every patch of exposed skin, drifted a stream of red, shapeless at first, then it slowly started to take solid form.

    The form of a woman.

    Gleaming red eyes, long flowing locks of hazel brown leveling at waist-side. The smell only kept intensifying as the last wisp of smoke dissipated into the outline of a slender figure.

    Had it not been for the sharp, pointed horns protruding out the top of her head, and the long, narrow tail whipping and curling, slithering along the vivacious curves of her legs, I'd have recognized her much sooner.

    But there was just no mistaking that stern no-nonsense expression of hers.

    Irene, looking as devilish as ever, had finally arrived.

    Better late than never I guess.

  
    Chapter 34: A Lovely Reunion

    Irene.

    In the nick of time.

    I could have shouted out loud in relief. I would have. But then there was this high-pitch squeal which overshadowed whatever was going to leave my lips, leaving me in a temporary state of going nearly deaf. That banshee scream certainly wasn't mine.

    Adding to the surrealness of it all, suddenly I saw Ria lunged at her, nearly knocking her over with the tightest hug I've ever witnessed. Phoenix girl gave another squeal of excitement but it was evident that Irene did not share the same sentiment. On the contrary, she looked positively dead inside.

    "Irene!" Ria cried out. "Too long! It's been too long!"

    Irene gave a grimace. "Riri…"

    "Greetings later. Quiet now. I haven't felt the touch of your body in literal decades… let me hold on to you a bit longer - shh, just give me a bit longer. I need this."

    With the biggest, most reluctant sigh she could muster, Irene relented to Ria's crushing embrace. Silently and painfully.

    The flames flaring away from Ria's hair radiated with an intensity so bright, it was almost blinding. Never seen her filled with so much joy before. Honestly, I'd be happy for her if only she knew how to pick the perfect time and place.

    Because right then, the ferocious growl emitting from right behind me was the total opposite of joy.

    "The succubus." Words spitted out like venom, the snarl on Amelia's expression as she scrambled upright definitely did her tone justice. "You wench! How did you… how...."

    Before Amelia could say or do anymore, however, her eyelids began to flutter… to sink, then, they closed shut. Amelia slumped to the floor with a resounding thud, her body, her expression - still and lifeless.

    A second later, the sound of blissful snores filled the dead air. It was pretty loud, actually.

    "That was… surprisingly easier than I thought." Irene had her hand outstretched, a stream of red vapor exuding, then evaporating, from her open palm. "How weak was she?"

    "You could have coughed on her shoulder and she would have been out flat on her back. Hmph, and here she was saying she can handle her sister, no problem," said Ria, finally untethering herself and stepping aside. "Never seen a weaker Matriarch in all my years. Then again, I've never actually seen a Matriarch before but that's beside the point. The frenzied one must have really put up a fight to get her to this point."

    "Frenzied? Has she really?"

    Ria nudged her head my way. "Your little vampire bait here can probably fill you in better than I can."

    Irene's gaze found its way towards mine. Her stare at me was downright alarming… almost apprehensive looking. Fear, I thought… maybe worry, I didn't know why she was looking at me that way. Then that's when I noticed it.

    Beyond just the glimmer of her crimson eyes, Irene was… well, she was red, more specifically her skin color was. Still humanlike, still the same Irene but just… with horns, a tail, and also dark red. That wasn't the only thing either…

    "You're bleeding," I muttered.

    Surfacing aside old wounds, new ones have cropped up, still afresh and trickling. A gash on her forehead, large cuts on her skin. Her clothing too, or what remained of it, were left in tatters and threads.

    "Yeah," she answered, walking, limping, her way over to me. "I noticed."

    There I was, just sprawled out on the dirty floor, marveling over at how ridiculous the situation I've gotten myself into actually was.

    It almost sounded like the punchline to a bad joke.

    A human, an elf, a vampire, a phoenix, and a succubus were stranded in a narrow hallway, every single one of them looking worse for wear, and then the human said to the succubus -

    "How the hell did you get in here?"

    To which the succubus promptly responded, "Magic."

    "The barrier…?"

    "I had to force my way in. Wasn't easy, believe me."

    "Your wounds…"

    "It'll heal."

    My glance fell to Ash's slumbering figure.

    "What did you do?"

    "Short answer, I stopped her from killing herself. Long answer is I placed a spell on her that puts her in a temporary coma. People under it tend to have very good dreams while under its influence. I used the same thing on that Matriarch there. Doesn't last long, but it gets the job done."

    One last question.

    "You're red, why are you - "

    "I can answer that one!" Ria piped up, her hand high up in the air. "Simply put: The succubus sucks at being a succubus. Which is kind of a paradox, really, since succubi are supposed to be good at sucking things, and yet she sucks. Which sucks."

    It's amazing how someone can speak so much and say so little. I don't think a single syllable in any of her words explained anything.

    Irene, after a bit of glaring in Ria's way, was far more helpful in clearing things up.

    "Succubi aren't usually… well, they aren't typically human colored," she explained. "To make myself look like one, I had to alter how I looked. And so…"

    "It's a glamour," Ria interjected, drawing up to her side, "Irene here wasn't able to handle all the guys and gals swooning her way so she hid herself in human skin. A very intricate, very demanding piece of magic. I'm guessing she must have lost it trying to break through the barrier. Shame for you, hm, Irene?"

    Regret and despair. If anything, that's what I saw fill the void in Irene's eyes.

    "I was half-hoping it wouldn't get to the point where you had to break that amulet," she said, then muttered under a long breath. "I'm such an idiot."

    "Ahh, she admitted it! All it took for her was giving away the wrong amulet and she finally admitted it! Those long 50 years sealed away in that amulet was most certainly worth it now," Ria's smile was as bright as the flames in her eyes. "Love you, Irene."

    "Anyway, I'm surprised you actually bothered to show up," Ria continued, "After what happened to you, I was so sure you would up and leave him for - "

    "Rir - Ria, shut up for a moment, please," Irene said sharply.

    Though that mocking smile still lingered, Ria complied with her demand and stayed silent. A silence in which Irene's gaze found mine again, still with that same look of apprehension.

    Why does she keep looking at me like that?

    "What do you remember?" She asked, bending down to level with my gaze. "From the motel to here… what do you recall?"

    Wincing, I sat up. Contemplating, I slowly answered. "I remembered cutting myself. I remembered blood all around the room. Then… the Matriarchs - the sisters - they came into my head. Next thing I knew, I was here."

    Her eyes stared so deeply into mine, it was actually getting quite unnerving.

    "Nothing else?" she asked.

    "You're asking me that…" Something felt off to me. "Why? Was there supposed to be anything else?"

    From the side, I saw Ria sending a broad grin my way. "Remember your 11/10 rating? 10 is mostly you, but that extra point didn't just come out of nowhere. I'll just leave it at that."

    "No, no, it's nothing, ignore the idiot," Irene said, her stare finally breaking away, shrugging it all off with the shake of her head. "Okay. Can you tell me what happened before I got here?"

    Unfortunately for me, that uneasy feeling didn't drop as easy for me as it did for her. Something was going on. There definitely was. But an answer wasn't coming, judging by Irene's somber expression. For now, I buried that feeling and began recollecting everything that has happened so far.

    From the moment of consciousness to bargaining with the Matriarch and everything else that happened in between. Finding the victims, hounded by the sisters, Adalia's refusal of blood… when I got to the part on how Amelia had tortured me, Irene began to frantically shake her head.

    "I'm an idiot, I'm an idiot." She couldn't even look at me anymore. "This was a mistake… I never should have let you done this."

    Ria raised an eyebrow. "Wow, three admittance of idiocy in a span of five minutes. I'm in heaven, aren't I?"

    I've never seen her this flustered before. The calm, collected detective had totally lost her composure.

    I tried reaching out for her shoulder in an attempt to reassure, but that only made her way shrink a few inches away from me.

    "You shouldn't have gone through that," she said, speaking more to herself seemingly than she was to me. "I shouldn't have let you done that."

    "If you thought it was a mistake, why did you let me go through with it?"

    "I didn't think it was a mistake," Irene answered, creases forming on her forehead. "At least, you didn't make it seem like it was. You didn't fight it, you didn't argue. You were so eager… it was like you didn't even care. Why didn't you care?"

    "I was saving a friend."

    "You were killing yourself."

    Her words finished it. The silence, the tension… there wasn't any way to break it. Not until Ria managed to anyway.

    "Told you so," was what she said to me, shrugging her shoulders.

    Now I was getting annoyed. Why couldn't they understand? If I wanted myself dead, I wouldn't have had fought so damn hard to be here. I was here for Ash, the victims, I wasn't here to just simply throw my life away.

    "There are people about to die here," I said, taking in a deep breath. "Ash was in danger… Amanda upstairs is on the verge of dropping dead. I can't just let that happen. They're people with family, friends… if I think I can do something about it, I will. Why must I walk away from it? Are you telling me I shouldn't be doing anything? Why should my life be worth more than theirs?"

    For a moment - nothing. No words were exchanged, our expressions on our faces conveying enough to know what was left unsaid.

    That infuriating gaze on Irene's face… she didn't understand.

    The amused one on Ria's… I doubt she was even paying attention.

    And mine… well, I was honestly just really tired of it all.

    "Why should my life be worth more than theirs?" reiterated Ria, smirking, still amused by it all, "Now, where have I heard that before? Ringing any bells for you, Irene?"

    Not a smile, not a shred of amusement, Irene stood up, her brows slanted, her eyes glaring. "Let me ask you this then, O' great hero," she said. "Why should theirs be worth more than yours?"

    There was another bout of silence again. Not because I didn't want to speak, but because I just couldn't. I didn't know how to respond to that.

    "Moving on," Irene spoke again, kneeling before the slumbering Matriarch. "What were you talking to her about just now?"

  
    Chapter 35: Final Decision

    "You actually tried to make a deal?"

    That was Irene's only comment after I've summarized everything that had transpired so far. She listened, never verging close to another interruption until I had finally reached the end.

    The Matriarch's little snooze persisted on. The tranquility beset on her slumbering expression was polarizing, to say the least. Right then, setting aside the blood and the fangs, she looked like any other girl you'll see walking by you in the streets. Normal, harmless… if only that was actually the case.

    Finger and thumb cupped underneath Amelia's chin, with all the cautiousness of a bonafide detective, Irene gently swung her head to and fro, her gaze meticulously surveying whatever it was she was trying to survey.

    Another polarizing sight by the standards of reality. A Succubus intensely scouring the body of an unconscious vampire. Didn't help that she was absolutely reeking with the smell of perversion, making for quite an emotional dissonance when it came to taking things seriously.

    I gotta get new standards.

    "That desperate already?" Irene asked, turning towards me.

    I shrugged my shoulders. "What other options did I have? Not like I can go busting through a wall, stand in a pose, and save the day. What else did you expect me to - "

    "Not you. I'm talking about her," She nudged over at Amelia. "Did she look desperate?"

    Okay, now I feel a little stupid. I let out a sigh. "Well, she pretty much said so herself."

    Irene made a face. "I see."

    It was a very telling face. Same face I saw when she was coming up with the whole vampire bait idea.

    "Wait a minute," Ria said, her head cocked at an angle. It seems like I wasn't the only one who recognized that face of hers. "You don't actually think the vampire is on to something, do you?"

    Her silence was also very telling. That deep contemplative far-away gaze into nothingness. Didn't even flinch when a growl emerged from somewhere out of sight within the dark depths of the building.

    Adalia was still creeping about somewhere out there.

    After a while, Irene finally broke out of her focused stupor, and what came out her mouth next wasn't exactly a surprise for anybody. "Take the deal."

    Ria too acted well within expectations. "You're as suicidal as he is. It's like you're made for each other."

    "Didn't you just chew me out about being reckless?" I asked. "Had a change of heart?"

    "Spare me the lecture," Irene said, mildly irritated. "Let me give you the short version."

    So, short version - Irene thought we could use this opportunity to our advantage. Adalia was a threat that couldn't be dealt with conventionally. We could blind, harm, obstruct her in any way we can but ultimately when it came down to subduing or even killing her, none of us would be able to do a damn thing. Why?

    Well according to Irene, "A frenzied vampire can only be temporarily subdued by another vampire's bite."

    It was probably what Amelia was trying to accomplish in that little skirmish they had that nearly collapsed the entire building and what she was planning to do again as well when trying to broker a deal between us.

    "Except her plan won't work," Irene said, pointing down to Amelia's neck, where two puncture marks laid bare, the only wound that did not disappear along with the rest. "Her sister bit her instead. Took her way, way down in terms of ability. If she somehow does get a bite in on the frenzied, I doubt it'll even last for long."

    'Why didn't she just bite her before she frenzied?" I asked.

    "She probably already did," Irene said. "It just didn't work."

    Turns out, so long as the vampire who's doing the biting is stronger than the other one, the effect would hold for a much greater time. If a vampire who does the biting is weaker, well...

    "So the hot-head is weaker than the quiet one," Ria smirked. "Can't say I'm all that surprised."

    

    So the plan?

    "Work with her, get her to bite her sister. Vampires are at their most vulnerable while feasting, and if one is feasting on the other, they both become vulnerable. And if they're both vulnerable, they're both together... phoenix fire should do the trick."

    "So that's where I come in," muttered Ria. "Knew you kept me around for a reason."

    "You were supposed to be a last resort, I had other plans in place - UV lights, flares," Irene said while lightly caressing a bruise on her arm. "Then things got complicated."

    I noticed her eyes were cold and aloof. Clearly, the swift decision to execute both Matriarchs did not weigh much on her conscience, but just in case…

    "You're fine with killing them, then?" I asked.

    "Why wouldn't I be?" She answered back, not a hint of remorse. "They're a threat that must be dealt with, I'm dealing with them. The frenzied, especially. The longer we wait, the more she - "

    Something reached out and seized Irene's arm, a vice-like grip that punctured skin with razor-sharp edges.

    "You're not killing my sister."

    Amelia had awoken. Her eyes, seething with fury once more, locked themselves onto Irene. A snarl, a heave - impotent as she was, Irene could not pry loose from her hold.

    "You broke out of that sooner than I thought," Irene said, her expression blank of any emotions.

    Amelia pulled herself upright. "You're not killing her."

    "She's already dead." Irene tried pulling away again, didn't work, Amelia's grip only tightened. "You can't save her."

    Words that added fuel to the already blazing inferno.

    A reverberating boom that ruptured the ground. Amelia had lunged at Irene, toppling, and sending her crashing to the concrete. A gasp of pain expelled from Irene's lips as the back of her head collided with the hard surface.

    Already sharp fangs were creeping to her throat, barely grazing the surface before a web of flames had Amelia leaping back from the sudden burst of light. The web reshaped into a wall of fire, tearing them apart from one another.

    Ria, to the side, had another arm raised towards the Matriarch, sparks crackling from her fingertips in warning.

    "Did not appreciate you doing that," Ria muttered, her hair blazing a crimson red. "Don't do that again."

    For a moment, I expected Amelia to make a dash towards Ria's position by the way her fingers kept twitching at her side, but surprisingly she remained where she stood, ready any moment to spur into movement.

    Glares all around wherever she looked. Amelia's eyes shifted back and forth between the three of us, getting increasingly exasperated with every passing second until she finally locked gazes with the only person in the corridor that showed no open hostility.

    "My sister can still be saved. It's possible, I know it is. Terestra - I just need to find Terestra."

    Desperate. She really, truly was right then. Why else would she look to me? Why else would she be pleading with the one she despised the most?

    I didn't answer her. Not because I was lacking for one, Irene just beat me to it. Wincing, straining back up to her feet. A fresh new wound trickling blood down her nape.

    "We aren't exactly inclined to believe you," She said coldly. "Especially since you already know it just isn't possible. Terestra isn't here."

    Irene went ignored, not even a single glance her way. Amelia simply refused to break her gaze on mine. I bore witness to it all, every slight twitch of muscle, the quiver of her lips, the sea of emotions breezing through her face.

    "Kill me, then," she said, voice losing all fervor. "Kill my sister. You'll take down the barrier, save the day. Go on… do it."

    "We're not asking for permission," Irene spoke again. "You know that there's no other - "

    "Do it... kill us both. Go ahead and kill your only chance of saving the elf. Get rid of the only opportunity you have of saving all those I've abducted. I die, my sister dies - there will be no one left to release them from their trance. They'll be a shell, empty puppets without strings… they may as well be dead. You want that for them? For her?"

    I wanted to believe that she was lying through her teeth, believe in the assumption that she'll say anything to save her sister. Then Irene simply had to turn herself my way, simply had to stare at me that way. A single look on her face and the truth was loud and clear.

    "I can break them out of it," Irene said.

    "No, she can't," Amelia cut through her. "She wants you to believe she can, she knows she can't. No one can, no one but us."

    "I can try."

    "You can fail."

    Irene's eyes were piercing through me. Both of them were. I knew why. The key element to both their plans, the one person they'll never succeed without… and I had total control over her.

    "If it's all the same to you," Ria said to me, her arms still raised, maintaining the barrier of flames. "I rather not do as the vampire says."

    "It's not your choice, It's not any of your choices," Amelia said, her gaze drifting over from Ria to Irene then finally back onto me. "It's his now and his alone."

    It hadn't even had time to settle in yet. The gravity of the situation, the implications, I didn't have the luxury of reflecting on it. Ultimatums like these… I never had them before, but even I knew these things take time to be properly considered. Time I didn't have… confronted by the gazes of three.

    "You had your time," Amelia whispered. "I am not waiting any longer."

    Over my shoulder again, her eyes were set, meaning only one thing, I turned - Ash had gone from the ground. A gust of wind, a flicker in the darkness… and Ash was suddenly by her side.

    "What are you - ?" I couldn't finish.

    "Time's up. Whatever happens in the coming moments is all in your hands. Whether you save my sister, whether the elf goes free, or not - it's your decision to make, and no one else's."

    A wave of flames came crashing down at their position. Ria, both hands channeling a surge of fire, had already acted. Yet for how fast she was to burst into action, the Matriarch was still faster.

    A blink and you'll miss moment. One second, they both were there. The next, they were gone without a trace. The spot where they last stood scorched to an unsightly black by Ria's flames.

    Silence fell once more unto the deserted corridor. The quiet had a great effect, I'll admit. I was about to explode at how much of a convoluted mess everything has suddenly turned out.

    A simple in-and-out rescue mission has escalated into something so much more… something way beyond me. Who am I kidding? I was never able to do anything since the start of this whole thing.

    Now you're telling me I'm responsible for how this entire fiasco would end?

    You gotta be fucking joking...

    "Well, isn't she a dramatic one..." Ria commented, huffing away with a shake of the head.

    Unsurprisingly, I wasn't much for witty one-liners anymore. All I felt was this crushing sense of urgency, this suffocating feeling like there was no feasible way of escape. Mostly, I just felt anger… anger that I couldn't just stomp away, try as I might.

    "Were you ever going to tell me at all?" I asked, my question finding its way to Irene's rigid stare. Still as cold, still as aloof as it always was. "Or were you just planning to keep that quiet and wait for me to find out for myself?"

    "Oh boy…" Ria quietly shrank back, clearly sensing trouble.

    "I didn't tell you because I knew you would have refused," Irene explained. "You won't accept that there's no other outcome. We need to kill them both even if it meant not being able to save any of the victims. If I was honest with you, you wouldn't have understood."

    "I do understand," I got up, pain disregarded, as I limped in her direction. "I just don't agree with it."

    "The Matriarch won't be able to subdue her sister long enough. No chance of releasing anybody then and we'll just be right back where we started. Except with a stronger, crazier, Matriarch with no chance of being able to subdue her. You help her out, she's going to die either way."

    "I help you and we lose our only chance to save Ash, to save the victims."

    "Eight victims," she took a step forward, inches away from my face, the infuriated look in her eyes reflecting back into my own. "Eight to save tens, hundreds - thousands maybe!"

    'For God - They are not numbers, Irene! They're people!"

    "Yes, eight people! Not a hundred, not a thousand - just eight! We kill them now and it'll stay at eight, it won't rise any more! Why can't you understand that? Look, I didn't come here with a plan to save everybody. I came here to prevent any more victims from happening."

    "And I came here because I thought we could bring Ash back."

    "She's just an Elf!"

    That did it. Four words funneled into one resonating shout. That's what finally led me to my decision. I finally had a taste of it.

    I remembered how Ash would talk about her past and never once would she fail to mention how her race was constantly belittled and trivialized.

    I thought to myself, perhaps with me, in this world, things would be different for her. Nobody to treat her with prejudice, nobody to jeer, nobody to see her as less than nothing.

    Now here she was… a stringed puppet to a demented vampire, a sacrificial pawn to a callous succubus. Just another means to an end.

    Yeah, I wasn't having any of it, not anymore.

    I was done arguing. Irene had given her answer. I started limping away from her.

    "Ria," I called out. "Pick me up. We're going after them. Find out where they went."

    "Wait." There was Irene again, outpacing me, and then obstructing me, with her arms raised out in front of her, a conflicted look on her face. "I didn't… look - I didn't mean what I said."

    "Yes, you did. You just didn't mean for me to hear it," I said, brushing past her shoulder. "Wouldn't be the first time..."

    Ria was next to approach me. "Can I… at least say something?"

    "No," I told her. "Transform."

    An affronted look but not much else from her. The next second, from a spiral of fire, emerged the phoenix - shrieking once it what seemed to be in a tone of displeasure before latching onto me once more, bracing to take flight.

    "Don't go helping her," said Irene. "It won't work out."

    "Never said I was going too," I simply said, leaving her at that.

    Ria stretched her wings wide and with one strong flap, off we went, soaring into the gaping hole that had formed in the ceiling.

    It was true. I had absolutely no intention of following Amelia's plan. That didn't mean I was going to follow Irene's either. No, I wasn't going to help either one of them.

    I was going to help Ash. It's what I should have done from the beginning. They kept going on and on about how there was simply no other way… when in fact there really was.

    If I'm wrong, I'm dead.

    If I'm right, nobody has to die tonight.

    A one in a million chance. The unlikeliest of possibilities. But I wouldn't know if I didn't try.

    So, risking my life it is.

    Perhaps Irene was right about me, maybe I am a bit suicidal. But so long as I manage to save someone.

    What's so wrong with that?

  
    Chapter 36: Confrontation

    Ria maintained a constant silence throughout our search. Not a single screech on the third floor, not even a caw on the fourth. Just the whistling wind rustling past her golden feathers, her smoldering wings radiating a soft glow that painted the walls and floors with our shadows.

    It gave me time to think.

    I was never a strong believer in coincidences, much less ones that bordered on the realms of mystique and fantasy.

    First time - that Elf in the dumpster. Yes, perhaps it was a coincidence that we met that day. Back then, I thought nothing more of it.

    Second came the stern yet sensuous succubus. Okay… I could still deal with that, I could still brush it aside as nothing.

    But the snowball just kept getting bigger and bigger.

    Two Matriarchs came confronting me… then a phoenix was sent hurtling my way.

    It hasn't even been a month, yet somehow I managed to surround myself with not just one, but five separate different beings that were literally not of this world. It was almost as if someone was trying to hint at me on something.

    If that weren't enough, what about that dream? What about Asteria? Kronocia? How on earth did I know about Leonardo and Terestra when I've never heard of them before in my life?

    

    Vampire venom. Amelia mentioned in her enraged state that no one is capable of breaking out of it. So how was it that I suddenly became the only exception to that fact?

    Then there was Adalia's continuous insistence on me. Why was she so adamant about the fact that I was Terestra? I told a lie, yes, but a baseless, hesitant one could not possibly inspire such strong unwavering belief in it. Adalia, as unhinged as it was back then, surely had good reason for her persistence.

    A reason that I was starting to believe in as well, especially after that entire fiasco with Ash. Just one single shout in the midst of panic amongst many others, yet that was the one that got her to stop in place, if only temporarily.

    Shit, there was so much more that I probably missed. So many signs, indicators.. some guy was practically waving the answer in my face. And here I was still asking the same questions.

    Why did I take everything that has happened so far all in stride? Why did it feel so normal to me? Why wasn't I freaking out over it all? And strangest of all, why did I feel as if I belonged in their company when I so obviously didn't?

    Coincidence just didn't feel like a valid explanation anymore.

    Fifth floor now. Seemed like the perfect time to finally break the long-standing quiet between us. There was only one floor left to search in, after all.

    "Ria," My voice was quite leveled uttering her name, suddenly I was quite comfortable with it now. "I'm related to Terestra, aren't I?"

    The phoenix soared on through, gliding past another labyrinth of empty hallways with not a soul in sight.

    "That 11/10 of yours," I continued. "That was it, wasn't it? You knew all along. Don't know how, but you knew. That's why you're so interested in me."

    Up a flight of stairs, we reached the sixth and final floor. Here we are, right back where we started. So this is where it's going to end, huh?

    True enough, far into the distance, there sounded the echoes of battle. I heard grunts, growls, roars, and even the clangor of heavy metal. Somewhere in one of these rooms… everything will end.

    Ria gradually slowed in pace. Clearly, she wasn't keen on rushing ahead without a proper plan. So, for my part, I decided to let her in on mine.

    "If I let the frenzied feast on my blood, what do you think will happen to her?"

    Before I received an answer, I received a surge of pain that got me hissing in agony. Why? Ria unhook her talons from my shirt and allowed me to drop like a brick onto the hard concrete.

    By the time I managed to get rid of the dizzying stars clouding my vision, I was already being met with the piercing, fiery stare of Ria's crimson eyes. Her arms crossed, her expression unreadable.

    I saw her take in a deep breath, saw her mouth split open. Finally, the silent treatment was over.

    "Dude," she said.

    I felt my lips form into a frown. "What?"

    Ria went on to firmly clasped her hands together almost as if in prayer then, to my utter dismay, went down on her knees and started pleading with me.

    "Please tell me you have a better plan than that, please tell me you do. Please tell me I didn't bring you all the way up here just so you can kill yourself. That'll be terrible."

    This was seriously not the reaction I was expecting.

    "But if the plan works out, I won't die, right?"

    "Assuming you're related to Terestra, yes!" She argued, getting back up to her feet. "That, and a million other variables! It's more likely of a scenario of you dying than you pulling a solution out of your ass and somehow saving the day!"

    "You saw it yourself, Ria! Ash stopped under my command! Adalia refuses to eat me because she thinks I'm Terestra and vampire venom doesn't even work on me!"

    "What if you're wrong? What if you're just being arrogant? What if you're just having delusions of grandeur because the whole predicament is making you think you're someone important when you're not."

    I paused for a moment to consider her words. "Am I having delusions of grandeur?"

    "No!" She shrieked, her expression a jumble of emotions. "I just said you could be! I think you're right, but I wish you weren't. That way I won't have to agree with every suicidal whim that crosses your mind!"

    "So the plan - "

    "Might work!" She raised a quivering finger, her breathing unsteady. "Big 'might'. If you're aren't anything special… you're just simply throwing your life away. She will literally suck the life out of you - you're going to feel yourself slowly slip away, feel your heart slow to a crawl, feel your lungs gradually suffocate. It'll be agonizing and then you'll die. End of story. No Elf damsels saved. No Matriarchs vanquished."

    "And if I am anything special," I countered back. "Then I am the solution to everything here, aren't I? All we had to do to prevent any of this at all was to have her drink my blood. If she is saved, then Ash is saved and so is everybody else."

    "Well…" Ria's stare was still filled with uncertainty. "Guess we won't know until we try."

    "Agreed," I said, limping past her. "So let's go test that theory out then, shall we? Help me out here."

    Close behind me, I heard a loud groan escape her wide open lips. Heard her mutter under her breath begrudgingly, exhale a feeble sigh… but ultimately, she came to my side and help me hobble ourselves closer to the fight.

    Limping a step at a time as the walls shook heavily, echoing every slam, every crash, and every thud. The aftershocks only got more and more intense as we drew nearer to the source of it all.

    As we passed by empty rooms, and vacant halls, I couldn't help but feel a different kind of unease from the one I was feeling right then… like something was wrong with the rooms and halls we trudged on through.

    Then I turn to the left - saw the room where I first regained consciousness… then to the right - where I first explored the narrow corridors. Finally, it struck me.

    My eyes met Ria's.

    "Where did all the victims go?" I asked.

    Then it struck her.

    "Uh-oh," she muttered.

    We forged on, a bit faster in pace now. Sharing the same sense of urgency, the same sense of dread.

    "Just a question," I said. "Say Adalia has hold of all the victims… what does that mean for us?"

    "Your plan goes out the window. If she took enough blood from any one of them, she won't be hungry anymore. All you're left with is a crazy vampire with no interest in your blood."

    "Then we'll starve her," I proclaimed.

    We already came this far, been through so much, I wasn't going to let something like this stop us now.

    "How should we go about doing that?"

    "Played video games, haven't you?" She said. "Same logic. Damage her enough, eventually, she'll have to heal. Just make sure when that time comes, she'll be healing from you."

    "Done."

    The next rumble that sounded was near deafening now. We slowed to a stop, fronting a double-door that was firmly shut, and harboring within it was the distinct growl I've heard so many times over.

    This was the one, this was it.

    We barged into the room with a stumble and the first thing that greeted us was a slab of concrete that came speeding towards us.

    Grazing, just barely, it narrowly missed as we broke apart from each other's hold. My twisted foot threatened to send me crashing to the ground, the surge of pain that shot through me was agonizing but I couldn't afford to fall now.

    Firmly, repressing pain, I planted myself in place. A second, maybe even less than that, was all I had to assess the situation. So I readily took in the sight before me.

    An expansive room that stretched from one end to the other, with open-glass panels fitted on the far end, allowing a full view of the night sky and the city skylines.

    Guess it was a meeting room of sorts. How fitting. We all had converged, after all.

    The victims waltz aimlessly about the place. Two were sprawled lifeless against the cold hard floor, necks bearing the unmistakable imprint of bloodthirsty fangs that had recently pierced through.

    Next to catch my eyes was the outline of pointed ears. Ash stood motionlessly to the side, hunched over against a wall, heaving feebly. The sword she gripped tight in a bloodied hand, battered and chipped.

    Splatters of blood formed a narrow line, and I trailed after them, following along only to find the two figures that took center stage in the midst of it all.

    The sisters, collapsed onto bent knees, in a tight grip with one another.

    Somehow, in between us barging through the door and the slab of concrete being thrown, Amelia had managed to sink her fangs into the side of Adalia's throat. Somehow she had done it.

    All was quiet, all was still - it went on for long enough that I started thinking that it might actually be all over.

    If only it was.

    Adalia, a single swing of her arm - and her sister was sent flying straight into a wall, collapsing to the floor with a resounding thud, confirming to us what was already known: Amelia can't subdue her sister.

    Another howl of madness and Adalia vanished from sight. Where she could have gone, I did not know. But I wasn't about to let her escape. I was going to see this through to the end.

    I looked to Ria at once. "Fire now. Barricade the walls, the doors, the ceiling - engulfed it all in flames. Make sure she isn't able to leave this room no matter what."

    Wordlessly, in an explosion of blinding light, Ria went on to do as told - soaring, screeching, conjuring a sea of flames cascading from her outstretched wings.

    "What are you doing?" I heard Amelia's voice, frail, her words spoken with agonizing effort. I saw her struggle to stand up, her eyes straining to meet mine. "Are you here… to help me?"

    I simply shook my head.

    "Your sister seems to think that I'm Terestra," I said, turning to face her. 'And I think so too. At least, I think I might be related."

    Confusion, unsurprisingly, filled her expression. "What? No… that's not - "

    "Possible?" I finished for her. "Perhaps. But it's only the chance you have now. If I am who I say I am, then you know the only chance of ending this now is for her to drink my blood."

    "If you're wrong - !"

    "If I'm right, your sister is saved!" I yelled. "That's what you want, isn't it? I'm risking my life here again, I shouldn't have to but I am! So I'm going to ask you one last time. Do you think you can trust me?"

    A single second of consideration that seemed to span for almost an eternity. I saw indecision, hesitation, fear, rippling past her fast one by one… then I saw determination, saw resolve - glimmering in her eyes.

    I saw her give a nod.

    "Okay."

  
    Chapter 37: Ending Things, Part 1

    Improvisation.

    If there ever came a time where we had to pick a word of the century, and they made us decide it in votes. Improvisation would definitely be my number one choice.

    Adaptation.

    That one would probably come in at a close second.

    Third place? The runner-up in the contest... well that one was definitely -

    "FASTER!"

    The room, beset on all sides by the dazzling radiance of phoenix fire, had sent both sisters recoiling back by the blinding glare, Adalia especially, voicing her displeasure with an ear-splitting shriek.

    Walls, floors - all for corners bestrewed by a lunging shadow in a blur. Adalia was relentless, clinging briefly to a surface, before springing to the air, swiping her claws at the phoenix in flight.

    "Swerve, Ria!" I yelled again, feeling my voice grow hoarse. "Go left!"

    Fire and light had significantly slowed Adalia's momentum, searing away at her lightning-fast physique to the point where she was actually traceable to the naked eye.

    If not for that… well, Ria wouldn't have stood a chance.

    A swift strike plummeting downwards was only narrowly missed, Adalia had only managed to swipe a couple of feathers, crumbling to ashes in her grasp.

    Ria was doing her damnedest to avoid getting within striking range. Performing evasive maneuvers almost like a fighter jet. She dived, she looped, she veered - vertically, horizontally, diagonally - each time cutting it dangerously close.

    "Front!" I shouted.

    The inevitable finally happened. Ria was fast. It was just that Adalia was faster. A single slice that rended deep into her flesh as Ria swerved to evade.

    It was a moment that lasted only briefly.

    A piercing cry, a husky growl, and the two ended up at opposite ends. Ria still in flight, cascaded a heavy flow of blood that pattered to the ground. Adalia, on all fours, baring her fangs, her eyes still locked onto Ria.

    That devastating blow definitely won't be the last, Ria isn't capable of handling her all by her lonesome. She needed help and she needed it desperately.

    Little did I know, it was already coming.

    Beyond audibility, but within sight, I saw Amelia muttering at Ash's direction. Then, not even a second later, Ash was already bolting past scorched rubble and violent swirls of fire. The flimsy and battered sword she wielded in her hand was suddenly restored to pristine condition in a bright glow of light that encased it.

    I saw Ash charge… saw her legs shift into a stance… and I knew immediately what she was about to do.

    I turned my sights to Ria again.

    "Charge her!" I yelled, pointing to Adalia. "Charge her now!"

    An order obeyed without question. Off Ria went, hurtling herself deliberately into razor-sharp clutches.

    Adalia saw her opportunity and lunged at her. Meanwhile, so did Ash. With a jump that shattered the concrete, with a blade striking with every ounce of effort, the Elf-knight sent the Matriarch plummeting to the ground in an explosion of dust and dirt.

    I did not know what orders Ash was given, but she did not relent, immediately speeding to Adalia's location but by the time Ash had reached her, she had already recovered, realigning her posture to a defensive one.

    Soon sparks would fly, the shrill whistling of grinding metal would sound as her claws scraped against her blade again and again. Both of them taking turns going on the offensive with neither one able to wound the other, or at least not grievously.

    But it soon became apparent that the tides were turning on Ash, more mistakes, more defense than offense, slowly she was being overwhelmed by the Matriarch just as Ria was.

    Despite all setbacks, Adalia was still coming out on top.

    "Help her," I ordered Ria, who promptly began diving with her talons unsheathed, circling the skirmish from up above, waiting for the opportune time to deliver a blow.

    Two of them, probably still wasn't enough… we needed another.

    Amelia was walking again, slowly, her expression brimming with pain… I doubt she could do much. I was about to yell at her to stand down. That was until I saw just where her feet were carrying her to.

    "What are you doing?" I asked.

    She stopped short. Her feet planted right alongside another. Her face, her eyes, her fangs fronting a shambling figure.

    One of the victims, Amanda… frailing, barely even upright, was standing before Amelia's gaze.

    "I need…" Amelia huffed. "I need her blood. I need… to get stronger."

    "Not her," I said immediately.

    Didn't take a professional to know that Amanda wouldn't be able to handle losing even just another drop of blood. From the way she looked, from the way her skin had that unhealthy greyish hue, and how her skin clung and draped over her bones. Life was barely flickering in her sunken, hollowed eyes.

    So nearly dead.

    Amelia was back to glaring once again. "I need it to be her. She has just the right blood… for me. It will fill me with enough strength, enough to be able to forge on at least."

    I looked to the sidelines at the rest of the victims mindlessly at wander, though they were gaunt-looking, their condition was still miles better than Amanda's.

    "There are others," I said.

    "The others aren't enough!" She snapped. "Stop trying to stop me!"

    A roar of agony rang out from afar. Adalia clutched the side of her face where a large vertical gash had emerged, spilling blood that blinded half her sight, causing her to violently flail about to fend away any chance to seize an advantage on her.

    Ash cautiously circled her, Ria did the same from above - a talon coated in blood.

    

    If anything, it bought us more time. Time that should have been spent more wisely. Precious time that shouldn't be spent having this stupid pointless argument.

    "Do not feed on her, Amelia," I warned, hobbling a step towards her direction.

    Needless to say, my words of warning were left by the wayside just as I was. Amelia had a hand clasping firmly on Amanda's shoulder, her other hand shifting her head to the side.

    Amelia split her lips wide open, inched herself closer to Amanda, fangs ready to plunge.

    "You bite into her and I'll tell Ria to stop at once."

    Mere inches from piercing skin, Amelia froze in place. Slowly, she withdrew herself… turning to face me again with a hatred that had surpassed all limits.

    "You do that and I'll order the Elf to kill herself," she said furiously.

    "I'm not falling for that one again," I told her directly. "You wouldn't do that. Not now, not here."

    "You don't think I will?" She challenged me.

    "Yeah," I said calmly. "I don't."

    I hadn't a clue where this sudden burst of courage in me originated from nor did I care to find out. All I cared about right then was not losing it, not giving in, not at the most crucial moment. But if there was one thing I learned tonight, it was that Amelia was every bit as stubborn as I.

    Unstoppable force, please meet immovable object.

    There had to be some signs, that was what I was waiting for. Something to tell me that I was winning. A twitch in her brow, indecision flurrying in her eyes… a tremble of lips, a flicker of hands, anything that will indicate that -

    "Okay!" Amelia shouted out loud, her enraged expression softening to something a bit more… unexpected.

    It was a mask, I realized. The anger, the hostility, the abrasiveness. Layers stacked on layers hiding away what was within plain sight. The bloodied tears streaming from her quivering eyes reflected back to me the truth.

    There, I saw myself mirrored in her eyes. Saw a powerless person, desperate, frightened, and helpless.

    "I just want to save my sister…"

    I realized just then that I wasn't the only one putting on a front.

    "I know," I said, feeling for the first time, an inkling of empathy for her.

    Amelia's expression was a painful one to bear, it was strained, looking utterly defeated.

    "I can't… please… I'm not strong enough," she admitted, staring at me… pleading at me. "I need blood. Please! Just let me do this!"

    As much as I understood her right then, as much as I wanted to answer her pleas, I felt myself slowly shake my head. I couldn't let her do it.

    "What am I supposed to do?!" She yelled.

    My silence expressed more than any of my words possibly could. There simply wasn't an answer I could give.

    Then that's when it happened, darting away from the corner of my eyes. Behind Amelia, there it was… I felt my heart lurch in my chest, felt my eyes widen in surprise and felt my libido spike up to a hundred.

    Barging in at first simply as a whiff in the air, before amassing as one collective haze of red vapour hovering like a small cloud of blood.

    Second time tonight, I saw it take solid form. Second time, gleaming red eyes stared back at me in the dissipating smog. Second time emerged, horns, tail and stark red skin.

    "Simple," spoke her ever mesmerizing voice, "Drink my blood instead."

    For the second time tonight, Irene had appeared.

    And for the third time since I met her, better late than never.

  
    Chapter 38: Ending Things, Part 2

    "Drink."

    Bizarre couldn't even begin to describe it.

    Complying without complaint, Irene stretching her arm out in offer, rolling back a tattered sleeve and exposing her smooth, red skin.

    Very bizarre wouldn't do it justice either.

    "Won't be as appetizing," she continued. "But I'm pretty sure blood from a demon can give you much more than a human ever could."

    The ongoing battle from afar continued to escalate in ferocity and force. The grating screech of nails meeting metal, the crackling roar of a sea of flames - crashing down in an explosion of sight, sound, and smell.

    The rumbling chaos went with little regard by the both of us. Amelia and I stood motionless, caught in a momentary state of astonishment. And I can assure you, it had nothing to do with the enticing aroma that had gradually begun to fill the air.

    Irene. I'd be lying to myself if I said I wasn't glad to see her. On the other hand, the lukewarm feeling I felt when fronted by her gaze again wasn't a lie either.

    "You - "

    I didn't get the chance to say anymore.

    An open invitation to feast had given Amelia absolutely no reason to hesitate.

    The fangs that pierced through her, the shock that reverberated throughout her entire body - if there ever was any pain at all, Irene's rigid stare into mine gave no indication of it whatsoever.

    Yet for all her show of strength, for all the effort to suppress her agony behind stifled lips, I could still see it even if she wouldn't show.

    From the way her skin started paling to a lighter hue of red, to the way her tail began drooping to the floor, the shortness of breath, as well… just being a bystander to the sight of it alone was already hard enough to bear.

    Then Irene collapsed to her knees with Amelia still clinging tightly onto her like a leech to a wound, and even then, she only heaved away a heavy breath and pushed on through.

    It was like a brazen reminder directed at me of things to come.

    I'm going to feel myself slowly slip away, feel my heartbeat slow to a crawl, feel as my lungs slowly suffocated. It'll be agonizing. If I were to get bitten, those things were what I had to look forward to.

    I could hardly wait.

    With a vocal gasp of air, Amelia finally flung herself loose from Irene. Her nimble movement as she scrambled upright, the lively glow in her expression as she turned and met mine... Clear indications of it - Amelia had made her resurgence.

    "It isn't as bad as it looks," She said, reading into my thoughts as if they were plainly engraved onto my forehead.

    I raised a dubious brow. "I don't think - "

    Interrupted once again by a sudden piercing screech that had risen above the other tumultuous sounds of anarchy. Adalia had pounced onto Ash, toppling her to the ground and snuffing any chance of ever squirming free with Ria nowhere to be found… until she was, sprawled lifelessly to the side - her left wing bent over at an odd angle.

    The blazing fire that barricaded escape was rapidly dwindling… extinguishing, just as Ria breathed her last once more.

    Guilt lashed at me at the sight of it. Despair tore at me at the confirmation of it. Two against one, evidently… was still not enough.

    "She'll hunger soon," was all Amelia had to say to me before disappearing in a blur of movement.

    Sound came before sight. A shockwave that trembled the entire floor. In an explosion of rubble, against the shattered, crumbling surface of a wall, out appeared the sight of Amelia with her arm against her sister's throat.

    There was a struggle, one that ended as swift as it had started, a struggle that of which Adalia prevailed, wrenching free from her sister's hold and landing on all fours with a raspy hiss.

    Compared to before, Adalia was looking worse for wear, and she seemed to be aware of it too - turning away from her sister in an effort to flee, only to suddenly run into Ash who had already recovered in the meantime.

    Again, another attempt at escape, and her path was obstructed by a pillar of crimson light. Resurrecting in a blaze of glory, there soared Ria, back with a burning vengeance that consumed the vicinity in a whirlwind of seething fire.

    And then there were three… against one. Things were looking up now.

    There was another clash of abilities. In the face of three, Adalia was forced to the defensive - attacking less, evading more. Dashing and scampering her way across the room as she saw fit, with the three hampering her every move.

    Be it fire, sword, or fangs, Adalia was gradually being overwhelmed.

    I stood there in a sort of fearful state of awe. Mythical beings in battle, utilizing abilities that were far beyond human capabilities. I was reminded again about just how inconsequential I was in the grand scheme of things. How someone like me ended up being a key factor in stopping all this is something I'll never tire of asking.

    Life just finds a way sometimes.

    I was then torn away from the spectacle by a sharp intake of breath. Irene sat upright on the floor, clutching her still bleeding arm. Fatigue ate away at her strength. From the way she was struggling to keep herself from slumping over, I'm guessing Amelia took more than Irene could handle.

    "What's… your plan?"

    Even her voice was slurred, speaking more into mutters than actual words.

    Things between us weren't as peachy as I wanted them to be. After what had transpired, it felt as if I was talking to a complete stranger. Still, there was no changing the fact that she wasn't the one that walked away from me. I walked away from her.

    "Irene," I began. "I - "

    Third time interrupted.

    "Later… talk later," she said, waving her hand lethargically. "Plan?"

    Ria's mortified reaction echoed in the back of my mind, I could only imagine how Irene's would be. With a bit of dread, I went ahead and shared my theory, explained my points, and gave her the rundown of what the objective was.

    By the end of it, as expected, she could only shake her head at me.

    "Stupid..." she said breathlessly. "What if… you're wrong?"

    The same question as before.

    

    "Am I?"

    I gave the same response as before.

    Then there it was... that same stare of uncertainty, just as before.

    "Probably… not."

    Except not really.

    With Ria, she was there to witness it all firsthand. So it wasn't much of a stretch for her to follow along with my sense of logic and agree to the plan, albeit, very reluctantly.

    Irene, however, only had my say-so to go off of. Baseless hearsay from the point of view of a detective of her caliber. So why wasn't she arguing to the contrary? Why wasn't she trying to prove it otherwise? To put it bluntly...

    "Why are you agreeing with me?"

    I just couldn't fathom why. She had no reason, no proof to believe in such a far-fetched conclusion. Unless… She already had a reason to believe me. A reason I just didn't know about.

    "I just do," she said, attempting, and then failing to stand up.

    A part of me wanted to press her for more information. Then there was that other part of me who was more concerned about current matters, so what came out of my mouth instead, was:

    "Was it as bad as it looked?"

    "Yes," Irene said, meeting my eyes with a grim stare. "And with the case of the frenzied, it'll be even more so."

    Not exactly the reassurance I was looking for. I wasn't about to back down, though. Not even as the prospect of it grew ever more terrifying as the seconds go by, not even then…

    If only there was some kind of signal that would let me know when -

    "She's starved!" Amelia's voice rang through the air. "Your direction!"

    There's my signal.

    The rapid scurrying of hands and feet pointed us to the scene of Adalia at a frenetic pace. Her clouded eyes seeking the room for a fresh supply of blood.

    "I'm right here," I muttered under my breath. "Come on... come on and do it."

    But there were sources other than me. Many wandering, unknowing, ripe selections for her to choose from. We needed to narrow it down for her. I set my sights on Ria, who among the three, was the closest to Adalia.

    "Steer her my way!" I called out to her, "Make it so that she has no choice but to come to me."

    A command she acknowledged with a shrilling cry.

    To the second victim her sights went, scampering, bracing to pounce, until Ria sprouted flames that blocked her from moving any further. She turned and saw the seventh, not even an inch of progress towards him before Ria shrouded the path in a hail of fire.

    An attempt for the third was met with a similar outcome. The sixth was no better.

    Her choices were being stretched thin now, our distances shortening at every botched attempt. Finally, her frantic scouring brought her eyes down over at me.

    She was coming.

    Prancing, almost springing towards me, raspy deranged growls expelling from her gaping lips, saliva spilling down from her pointed fangs, anticipation brimming in her wide-open vacant eyes.

    Death was an always constant looming threat. But never before has it felt so real as it did right then.

    I braced for impact.

    Then there was a grunt. A familiar grunt.

    Shambling, a foot scraping across the dirt, Amanda stumbled into the crossfire of another Matraich's embrace.

    Too far out of reach from me to be able to shove her aside, too close a distance to Adalia to risk shielding her with fire…

    Nothing could be done it seemed.

    "Someone stop her!" I yelled, desperate clinging on for a miracle to happen.

    And then it happened.

    As Adalia lunged at her, midway, inches from impact, a blade came flying - whirling, plunging deep into her abdomen with enough force to send her hurtling to the other side of the room and tumbling to the ground.

    A surprise intervention that was only toppled over by a surprise revelation.

    Ash was swordless. There she stood, in the middle of it all, frozen with her arm outstretched before her. Her eyes always pained me to stare into because every time I looked, hoping to find her, she was never there.

    Not this time, however.

    This time, I saw it, shimmering in her bright green… a small semblance of self. Briefly, fleetingly, it was there. Ash was there.

    Then her expression went rigid, her arm fell back to her side, and it was gone. She was gone again.

    Worse yet, the revelation came at a cost. A drastic cost.

    Adalia landed directly across from the second victim.

    Her fangs, his throat.

    We couldn't prevent it.

    The second hit the ground with a resounding thud.

    Every progress made, every effort expended, erased in a moment that lasted seconds.

    The growl that left her lips had strength in it. Adalia was stronger than ever.

  
    Chapter 39: Ending Things, Part 3

    One step forward, two steps back.

    Never has the phrase resonated with me as much as it did back then. The despair we felt was clear on our faces. The plan was flawed, barely even a plan to begin with, yet it was the only one we have.

    Having pulled it off once before was nothing short of an absolute miracle.

    Now you're telling me we have to accomplish the same near-impossible task all over again immediately right after the first?

    I think Irene put it best when her droopy eyes turned and caught sight of the frenzied Adalia, stronger than ever before.

    "Fuck."

    My sentiments exactly.

    Adalia underwent a radical change in demeanor after her little feed. She was a figure standing tall, whereas before she would move about with a distinct slouch. Then there was that strange sense of cognizance present in the way her misty eyes drifted across the room, a type of heightened focus that was absent before.

    Something must have happened.

    "The more she feeds the stronger she becomes?" I asked.

    "There's a reason no one wants to deal with a Matriarch," Irene let out a weary breath. "Still on board with the idea?"

    "Like we have a choice…"

    Ria, Amelia, and Ash. The three of them stood in opposition to Adalia. Two out of three looking absolutely for wear. Ash especially, sustaining more marks and scratches than I could count. The jacket and pants I gave her were practically bloodied rags and tatters at this point.

    Ash had been through a lot. And unlike Ria or even Amelia, every injury was permanent, every wound still bled.

    I don't know how much longer she'll be able to keep going. I'm not keen on finding out either…

    This seriously has to end.

    "Again!" My shout was loud, heavy, but it wasn't strong. "One more time!"

    Amelia led the charge, followed by Ria soaring from right above, Ash trailed along, a dazzling glow manifesting another sword in her hand. Every one of them, prime and ready - a concentrated smoldering orb in the air, a lunge forward with claws extended, a sword arching sideways.

    And Amelia blitz through them all, effortlessly. None of the attacks came close to even touching her, negated, as she weaved, dodged with not a single movement wasted.

    Focus had replaced frenzy.

    Before any of them could recover, Adalia had already gone on the offensive.

    A pounced to the side and Ash was sent soaring to the other side of the room, then springing off of her, with a fleeting swipe, Ria was sent staggering away in another direction with a painful screech. Downwards, with a graceful landing, she bolted for Amelia, a hand raised, reaching - then missing.

    Adalia struck again with an irritated growl, and swiped only air. Three times, four times, missing all times. Amazingly, Amelia was keeping up, not only that, she was able to match Adalia's aggressiveness with strikes of her own.

    My eyes weren't able to match their pace. From one end of the room to the next, soaring through the air, springing across walls… this was a whole other level.

    A true fight between Matriarchs.

    Amelia kept her sister at bay long enough for Ash and Ria to recoup. Once more they entered a fray, but even they had trouble emulating the speed and ferocity the sisters lashed out at each other.

    There might still be a chance. One more window to victory.

    But will it last?

    Resolve was a burning glimmer in Amelia's eyes, strength brimmed her every movement, determination laced her every scream, every shout of effort. But endurance, every breath that funneled out of her lips was getting heavier and heavier.

    Even with Ash and Ria backing her, even with the flames burning bright, even with the sword slashing in every direction, the fact remained unchanged that Adalia was still unharmed.

    Then suddenly, out of nowhere in the chaos, a sprinkle of blood splattering to the ground. Amelia gave a ferocious shout, a deep bleeding gash lining her left cheek.

    "She won't make it…" Irene's words were hush, grim. I didn't want to hear it.

    "She will," I responded and said no more.

    Another strike given, another wound inflicted. The blood that dribbled down her arm seemed to speak against my words.

    "No, you're hoping she will," Irene spoke again. "But she won't."

    I felt anger take over. Anger and desperation.

    "I know! I know that already, Irene! You're telling me this - you think something will change if you do?! I can't help her, I can't help any one of them!"

    "So you're just going to stand there and do nothing?"

    "WHAT CAN I DO?!"

    "MOVE!"

    It was the first time I heard Irene shout. The first time I saw her lose her composure. Seeing her scowling at me, straining for breath, my anger immediately subsided.

    "You're just standing there, watching, hoping everything goes according to your plan - everybody is acting on it, clinging to your idea, everybody! Everybody except for you! You want to save the Elf, you want to save the vampire but you're not doing anything about it! You're scared."

    "I'm not."

    "Yes, you are," Irene insisted, the crimson glow of her eyes waning from fatigue. "You're scared because a part of you still thinks you're wrong. Am I right? You don't want to find out, you rather they find it out for you. Have them bring her to you because you don't want to go in there and get bitten with that uncertainty on your mind."

    The ground gave a rumble, a strong rumbling that brought me stumbling to the ground, brought me leveling with Irene's gaze… it was unbearably the way she looked at me. I wanted to look away but I couldn't. Words were sloshing around in my mind but I didn't know what to say, yet I opened my mouth anyway.

    "Does it even matter how it happens? I'm here now, I came, I've already risked myself!" I said, untangling the jumble of words in my head, spouting shit I didn't even believe. "I'm still risking myself! I am not backing out! What does it matter if I charge in or not?!"

    "Because charging in would mean you have a choice!" Irene shouted back at once. "You don't want that choice. You don't want that slow, agonizing limp towards your death. You rather there be no choice at all. And if you can get that vampire to come to you, you won't have to make that choice."

    No words were jumbling around in my head, no nonsense was teetering at the tip of my tongue. Now I genuinely had nothing to say. I didn't want to have nothing to say, I didn't want to just lay there looking at her strained expression in silence… because that would mean admitting she was right.

    The battle raged on, and still, I was lying there. Still, I was silent. Still, she was right.

    "You can't claim to want to save these people and not be willing to do whatever it takes," she continued, her voice growing softer. "You can't talk about doing something and then not doing it. You can't have made me follow you all the way here just to make me watch you fail… don't do that."

    There wasn't any anger in me anymore… right then, I just felt… strangely hollow.

    "I thought you didn't want me being reckless about my life…" I muttered.

    Her stare into mine. And mine into hers. We both reflected back at each other. I saw myself in hers, and clearly… she saw herself in mine.

    "I don't want you to be a hypocrite about it, either," she said.

    "What do I do, then?"

    Her answer was as simple as it could be. "Now you choose."

    Choose… make the choice. Either go out there, charge, and die trying. Or sit here and die, having never tried at all. Either way… I'll get my answer soon enough.

    Slowly, I stood up. Quietly, I assessed the situation.

    There it was. The inevitable outcome.

    Amelia was struggling again, weakening… movement still quick, but dull. Attacks swift, but imprecise. She won't last. None of them will. Something had to be done.

    At this rate, she will never come to me.

    So now I have to go to her.

    "Irene," I called out, turning in her direction. "Do you think you can still use your red smoke thing?"

    There was a plan brewing in my head. It was a one-in-a-million shot. But it was a plan, nevertheless.

    Irene caught my eye and it clicked for her almost at once. "You're gonna try and subdue her…"

    "Can you?"

    "The way I am, I can only keep her still for a moment," she said. "Only a moment."

    "A moment's enough."

    Elf, Phoenix, Succubus, Vampire. Way I see it, every person here has their own way of subduing a person.

    With Ria, it's her tendril-like flames. Irene has her aphrodisiac effect. Then Amelia can bite. Ash… stronger than most of her kind, was she? Well, brute strength can be useful.

    So… why not use it on Adalia all at once? Restrain her with everything we have. Buy me enough time to get to her. Don't know how it'll last so I need to be fast.

    

    I started limping.

    "Go now," I told Irene. "The rest will follow."

    With a nod of the head, Irene began dissolving into a stream of red cloudy vapour, wafting away towards the sound of battle, leaving a trail of red in her wake.

    Faster… with pain lashing out at me, I forged on. Once lifting up the broken foot became unbearable, I started dragging it along the ground, feeling agony surge up my leg in tremors.

    Heaving, straining, moving.

    Barely a quarter across. Doubts started forming. I couldn't let them - I won't let them form. So I held them back, screaming out loud. "Irene now!"

    There was no going back now after that.

    Adalia was inches away from a strike at Ash before she received a faceful of red smoke which streamed into her nostrils, her lips, causing her to freeze - to wince.

    She took a stumble and buckled… her knees hitting the floor.

    The others took a step back, clearly stunned. Amelia especially, had turned my direction, confusion filling her expression.

    I was halfway across now, and Irene had already spilled out of Adalia's lips, having done her part and instantly took form again, collapsing to the ground in exhaustion.

    Can't let up now. Ria was up next.

    "Fire!" I told the phoenix in flight. "Restrain her arms!"

    Momentarily, Ria stayed hovering in place. Then I heard a screech and that's when I knew she understood.

    She took flight, slightly dampening the flames that encapsulated the room and instead channeling them into forms of sturdy blazing tendrils that sprouted from the earth, extending itself towards the vampire still on bent knees and coiling itself around both her arms and legs with a crushing grip.

    Adalia let out a roar of anguish, as the binds seared her skin and the smell of burnt flesh began to pervade the air. She struggled, she writhed, she did everything to pry herself loose.

    And make no mistake, she was getting loose.

    I was three-quarters of the way and at that point, words were no longer necessary. That brief moment in time where my eyes met Adalia's, it was brief for a reason.

    Already she was on her knees, already she was fronting her sister's deranged floundering, and already she was spreading her jaws wide open.

    Another piercing cry, as her sister's fangs sank into her neck, another attempt at a struggle, before her body went limp… motionless, subdued. Yet it was only for a moment…

    Inevitably, she will snap it out of it. Absolutely, she will find a way out. For that, we needed a contingency, something to hold her over for just a second longer… we needed another piece.

    Ash. The vacant stare of her emerald eyes. I met them again. First time was merely a flicker, the second time was even more than that. The third…

    Would you listen to a third?

    "Restrain her arms, Ash..."

    It wasn't a scream, it wasn't a shout. No beckoning, no pleading… I just asked her.

    And apparently, that was all I needed to do.

    Though no words were thrown my way, and no sense of recognition met my gaze, I didn't need it. The fact that she was moving, the fact that she understood me was more than enough for me.

    Ash went and locked her arms around Adalia's shoulders, ensuring that the final piece of the plan could be put into place - me.

    Faster, with every fiber of my being, faster. I shambled, I winced… I groaned out loud from the pain but I wouldn't concede.

    I was so nearly there.

    Then Adalia's eyes fluttered wide open. I needed to get there fast.

    She thrashed around, squirming wildly in place, writhing her arms as her hands folded into fists, her fingernails breaking into skin.

    I was practically galloping at that point. The moment I saw her head flailing about, bashing Amelia's head with her chin, I knew it was only a matter of time.

    The three doubled their efforts. Phoenix Tendrils tightening, Vampire jaws clamping, Elf arms pulling.

    More and more, inch by inch, I crept closer. So very nearly there, mere meters away from contact.

    Then Adalia did something I had completely forgotten she could do. Something that I've heard her do so many times over.

    Adalia screamed.

    A high-pitch rippling scream.

    And all came falling.

    Everything and everyone came falling.

    Ria, Amelia, and Ash. One by one they hit the floor with a resounding thud.

    The flames that shrouded the room in a blaze were instantly snuffed away as Ria reverted back to her human form, flameless, on the ground.

    Adalia's screaming continued to linger on, ensuring no mystical being could oppose her any longer. And they couldn't. The screaming just wouldn't stop.

    Good thing I wasn't mystical.

    With a yell of my own, I dove at her and forced my arm right into her wide-open mouth. The force of it sending the both of us careening across the floor with me on top of her.

    Wasn't enough, she wasn't biting.

    "Goddamn it." I took in a breath, realizing what my next course of action needed to be.

    Just one more little movement. I flicked my arm upwards and up to her fangs it went. The moment it pierced into skin and burrowed into flesh, the exact moment I felt the blood gushing away from my arm, it had already started to take effect.

    Slowly slip away… Ria said that. And I was feeling it. It was like the world was slipping by me.

    Second was… second was… heart. My heart was always consistently pounding against my chest. Throughout the night, it had always done that. It wasn't doing that anymore…

    Adalia wasn't reverting yet… just a bit more… drink a bit more.

    Breathing… last to go… I struggled for air, I heard myself take a gasp, but the piercing pang in my lungs wouldn't be relieved.

    With a frenzied, it'll hurt more… it was logical, what Irene said was logical… Adalia just needed a bit more.

    There was an echo that sounded… or was it? Something muffled, something like words…

    Suddenly Ria was there… a blurry crimson light in the orange sky… dragging her way towards me. I saw her lips move but I couldn't hear a thing. I wish I knew what she was saying.

    A bit more.

    Ash was up now. Her eyes were so distinct, so green… so full of life. Was that… emotion? The way her face was moving… was that it? I saw her reached out, her lips were moving too, but I didn't know what she was trying to say.

    I know she looked worried. That's all I knew.

    "I… I'm okay…" I told her. Or I think I told her. I don't know what I told her.

    More… just a bit…

    Irene was all the way so far away… she was up, finally. She wasn't moving… she wasn't doing anything… she was just… staring.

    You see? I wasn't scared at all… I did it, didn't I?

    Didn't I?

    More blood… just more…

    But she wasn't biting… why?

    Downwards, vision blurry, I saw… Adalia was… she was… sleeping. She was… normal looking. No veins surrounding her eyes… color returned to skin… fast asleep… like a normal girl.

    Did I do it?

    I don't know.

    The sun was rising. That's all I know.

    Through the glass panels, the rays… were shining through. It shined over me, over Adalia… over all of us.

    I didn't know anything.

    I felt something sway away. It must have been me.

    I fell, I think. I saw ceiling…

    My eyes heavy… was I going sleeping?

    Or I was dying?

    Amelia was there now. She was blocking the ceiling...

    Staring... she was staring.

    She was saying.... what was she saying?

    Thank... you?

    I don't know… I don't know to think about anything.

    All I could think about right then… was the sun I saw just now.

    The sunrise was really beautiful.

    It really was.

    My eyes finally closed.

    Sleeping...

  
    Chapter 40: Wrapping Things Up

    Ouch.

    Everything that defined my being. My very existence. Millions of atoms that culminated and formed the sentient person that was me.

    All of them - ouch.

    They were ouching. They were ouching really badly.

    I don't remember fluttering my eyes wide open, I just knew that they were suddenly open, and blinking, and seeing.

    Seeing light, mostly, a bright light. Adding significantly to the ouchy turmoil I was in.

    Bright light at the end of the tunnel… could be that I was dying, or perhaps I was already dead.

    Briefly, I entertained the thought, was partially convinced I was actually. Then the light that beamed at me started swaying about. Then suddenly I wasn't so sure anymore.

    Closer it crept into my sights, and goddamn did it hurt my eyes. I tried cowering away, like a vampire to the sun, but instead, I ended up bashing the back of my head onto something hard.

    Another ouch added to the list of things that ached. Life is pain.

    I let out a hiss. A painful hiss that was reciprocated with a light chuckle. To my utter surprise, the light started talking.

    "I don't bite, dude," it said in a rather amused inflection. "Besides, pretty sure you've been bitten enough times to last a lifetime anyway."

    Ria's voice, Ria's light… glowing bright. I was alive… but why couldn't I…?

    "I can't… I can't see you…" I said.

    Speaking was a struggle, my voice crackled in my throat, and the words that came out were more of a croak than anything else.

    The glimmer of orange tilted sideways. "Well… you did die, so…"

    "I died?"

    "97 seconds by my count," she said. "Even for us fantasy folks, that's a long time to stay dead."

    Just… I was doing my best to comprehend the situation. I needed a moment to breathe, I needed a moment to - I needed to feel. I couldn't feel. Someone just told me that I died and yet I was feeling unusually calm about it. Why?

    Where's my worry? My apprehension?

    "You're a bit numb right now," Ria continued. "Emotionally, anyway. I could give you a cologne of Irene's scent and you'd stay as flaccid as a sausage. Don't worry, your senses will come back around eventually."

    A bit of good news was that I still retained some basic motor functions. I could move my arm, have it stretched out in front of me. The only problem was that I couldn't see it.

    Everything in sight just glimmered and glowed in rims of light.

    "You brought me back?" I asked the flickering orange light.

    I saw the orange sway quickly from side to side. Ria was shaking her head.

    "Magnificent and glorious as I am, alas even I lacketh the strength of bestowing life. Meaning to say, you needed more than just a phoenix to bring you back. I wouldn't be able to do a thing on my own."

    My emotions were gone. But you can bet your ass that confusion was the one thing that lingered.

    "Who saved me, then?"

    "Your Elf did," spoke a voice from somewhere in the distance.

    Soon the glimmer of orange was joined by another. A darker, crimson shade took a place just beside it, bringing with it the unmistakable aroma of enticement.

    "Clearly you weren't as special as you thought you were if you ended up dying," Irene's voice continued to speak out. "Still, somehow you were special enough to revert a frenzied back to normal. A feat that is nearly unheard of."

    Right then, I wasn't even paying attention to what she was saying. All that I could focus on was the first thing she had said.

    "Ash saved me?"

    "Her and the Matriarch, actually," Irene explained. "If it weren't for them… well, just be glad the Matriarch suddenly had a change of heart towards you."

    Like my vision, Irene's explanation was murky at best. I needed to know more. I wanted to know more. The way I was, I wasn't going anywhere… we had time.

    "Tell me what happened."

    

    ---------

    It wasn't exactly the most grandiose of tales. Wasn't even one that lasted all that long.

    The fact of the matter was - the plan actually worked. Adalia was saved. My far-fetched hunch was right on the money. The blood that dripped from my forearm had converted her back.

    "You died, though," Ria bluntly pointed out again. "So it wasn't exactly an 'all's well that ends well' moment."

    Yep. Wounded up dying in the process. My lack of emotions right now is telling me that it's really no biggie. Once they do return though… maybe a therapy session or two wouldn't hurt in the long run.

    "The Elf was the first to get to you," said Ria, her orange glow swaying to a blurry unmoving silhouette far to the left of us. "Snapped out of the paralysis faster than anyone here."

    Amelia came after as soon my consciousness started fading away, that I remembered. It was the last thing I saw. What transpired after in those 97 seconds, as they explained, were actions done without hesitation.

    "Your Elf freaked out," said Ria with a bit of chuckle.

    "She didn't freak," Irene said. "Took her only a second to snap out of the vampire's control. Didn't even take a moment to breathe, soon as she could, she was already shouting orders at the Matriarch."

    "What was she shouting?" I asked.

    Take my vitality.

    That was what Ash shouted at Amelia.

    There was a reason why Elves were the outliers. Why their species especially, were hunted and refashioned into the role of servitude. As Elf-Knights, they were both sword and shield to their masters. Fulfilling every whim, every desire without a second's hesitation.

    And when such a time comes where the Master becomes bedridden or perhaps suffering from wounds beyond recovering… when death came knocking at the door…

    "Elves are one of the only species capable of transferring their life force to another if they so choose," Irene said. "As servants, they don't really have a choice but to comply. The Master gets a second chance at life and in exchange, the Elf's lifespan is halved… or depending on how close to death the Master was, maybe even more so."

    Long story short, you need a third party to channel the lifeforce from one person to the next. Species that are capable of that include Necromancers, Faeries, and of course…

    "Matriarchs are the queens of those kinda stuff," Ria said. "Get one to be a channeler and you're pretty much good to go. In your case, you struck gold. She did it without any word of complaint."

    97 seconds later. I took breath once more.

    "But I was dead," I said, staring straight into the crimson sheen that was Irene. "If I was dead, then… her lifespan?"

    "She's alive, sleeping..." Irene reassured me. "Don't worry about it. Yours is a special circumstance. She'll be alive for centuries to come. Your heritage, and since you have a Matriarch transferring, the Elf will be just fine."

    "Or she could just simply drop dead tomorrow," Ria pointed out.

    I glared at her, or at least, glared at the blotch that I thought was her. "Not helping."

    "I know. Just kidding. Just wanted to see if your anger had returned or not. Just testing. If she was gonna die, she would have right then. The fact that she isn't means she's just fine. Your Terestra-ness has come through once again."

    Somehow I had the feeling she was smirking at me. Couldn't prove it, but I knew she was.

    "So now what?" I asked, blindly scouring the vicinity for anything else I could somewhat perceive.

    I saw the outline of red extend upwards in length, saw it gradually drift away from sight, Irene's voice growing fainter as it did, "Your vision hasn't returned yet and everyone apart from us three is still unconscious. Now we rest - you rest… afterward, once you're good to go, we're leaving. For now, I'll go check if the barrier is down, be back soon."

    A grating creak from a wooden door later, and Irene was gone both from sight and sound. Another shuffle of feet, and the glimmer that was Ria walked off into the distance, leaving me alone in the quiet. A quiet that allowed some things in mind to brew and fester.

    Dying. It still hadn't really settled in yet. Was probably a good thing anyway. Death wasn't a concept I wanted my mental state to be dwelling onto anyway.

    In time, I'll come to terms with it, I'm sure. My emotions will gradually return… that's what they said. What they failed to mention, however, was which emotion I'll be feeling first.

    Guilt was like a prickle to the heart that just kept stabbing in deeper and deeper.

    Left. That's where Ria had turned to when talking about Ash. My eyes stayed fixated on that direction, straining to focus, straining to see even just a glimmer of her on the hard concrete. I wanted to see her, wanted to know.

    Was she still breathing? How did she look? It was irrational, I know. But for some reason, I just wanted to see her sleeping face. Perhaps if I could… perhaps the guilt I felt will just simply wash away.

    Or perhaps it'll just get even worse.

    "Feeling bad?"

    Ria's voice broke apart the suffocating silence. The sound of her approach was just the distraction I desperately needed.

    "Terrible," I answered her.

    Again, somehow I could picture this scene of her nodding her head at me.

    "Can you believe it's finally over?"

    Her voice was close now, very close. There was a certain warmth that radiated from my right. Then I started feeling the presence of another taking up a spot just beside me.

    I looked to the right. Ria's orange glimmer pierced brighter than any other.

    "I mean, granted… it did come at a cost," Ria continued. "Actually, you came at a cost. Really… If you were anybody else, you'd have stayed as a martyr. Probably get a statue built in your honor or something."

    "She shouldn't have done it…" I muttered, my eyes still fixated on the empty void where Ash laid. "She could have died... I didn't ask her to. Should have just - "

    "Left you?" Ria suggested, the warmth of her breath dispersing across my cheek. "Funnily enough, I have this strange impression that she probably didn't ask you to come save her either."

    When I didn't answer, she let out a faint chuckle.

    "Kindred spirits, you and her, hmm? You guys are practically made for each other."

    "The guilt is gonna eat her alive," I said. "The way she is… she'll think it's all her fault, and she'll put the blame all on her shoulders."

    "Oh, there ain't no doubt about it. Elf-Knights are fickle when it comes to things like failure and dishonor. Once she awakens, you're going to be dealing with a complete and utter mess of an Elf."

    From the very beginning, I knew that already. Countless times I had run the scenario in my head, over and over again, in that little dingy motel room. It was a can of worms I didn't want to deal with just yet. Later. What will come, will come, just… later…

    "We'll get through it," I muttered. "Later."

    "Sure you will, I know you will," Ria answered. "It's only a matter of when, isn't it? Will it take a couple of days, weeks? Maybe months, years? It's going to be a big rock on the bridge between you two. Think you'll be able to sort it out before that bridge breaks?"

    "I said," I turned towards her, feeling all of the sudden the familiar, burning emotion take hold of my voice - anger finished my sentence. "later…"

    Was able to meet her eyes finally, a little vague outline in a sea of white light… Then I was able to see her nose, her lips - see it take shape, forming into a small smile.

    Another test.

    "Okay," she said, nodding her head. "Later then..."

  
    Chapter 41: Farewell To The Nightmare

    The lights weren't as blinding as they were before.

    Took a while for it to happen, but eventually, the circular rims of lights weren't the only thing my eyes could perceive. I was able to tell one thing apart from the other now, know the difference between light and dark.

    For example, the cracked glass panels glimmering at the other end of the room filtered in the rays of a midday sun. That I could see as clear as daylight. Strain myself a bit more, and I could just barely discern the little grains of soot and ash that caked the concrete.

    Unsurprisingly, our little civil disagreement here had transformed the room from a scene of rotting abandonment into a scene of complete and utter devastation.

    Sadly, near-sightedness has left me unable to appreciate the finer details so… I can only imagine how the room actually looked.

    What was plain to see though, were the many bodies sprawled about the place. Victims were all accounted for and breathing, even the one Adalia had bitten into still exhibited signs of life, albeit, only faintly.

    And speaking of… there lay slumped the little she-devil herself. Slumbering away as if all was right in the world, her slanting head pillared by her sister's, whom too was peacefully adrift in dreamland.

    Two sisters, reunited once more, laid to rest beside one another. It was a moving view… now if only they weren't such terrifying creatures of death… maybe then I'll be able to go 'aww' and gush over the sight of it.

    It was right then that Ria sprung back up to her feet, prancing about the place bored out of her mind. It was also right then that I decided that I should try doing the same.

    Standing up and walking was a process done without much effort. Which was… strange. Wasn't my foot…?

    "Eyy, cripple no longer I see!" Ria's voice was overbearingly cheery. "Shame, there goes parking privileges… government relief… pretty girls fawning over you… guess you can blame your Elf for that."

    "You know, for a mythical being that shouldn't even exist… you seem to know a lot about the modern world," I said.

    "What can I say? Irene does her research. You get yourself swung around a pretty little girl's neck, you tend to learn a thing or two."

    Makes sense. As far as mythical beings go anyway… honestly, I didn't even know what made sense anymore.

    Mobility and sight. As I walked about the ruins, as I sifted through what was within sight, together they brought me stumbling towards something else to be regained.

    Seeing her silvery locks draping over her peaceful expression, with her pointed narrow ears twitching away blissfully in slumber... it brought back another emotion that I was lacking.

    I felt happy. As happy and relieved as I could feel.

    That's when it finally clicked for me. The pain, the suffering, it had finally ended. That the whole harrowing ordeal I had gone through was truly, at long last, finally over.

    "Standing already?"

    Irene had made her return, her blurry outline standing in the distance with her arms crossed.

    "Can only see five feet in front of me, though," I replied.

    "Five feet's good enough. We're leaving," She said, then turning towards Ria, continued. "Go wake the vampire."

    "What? Me?" Ria shook her head. "They're kinda having a moment there, sleeping together. I'm not going to risk getting bitten. Vampires get grumpy when the sun's out."

    Irene looked as if she couldn't care less.

    "Go wake the vampire," she repeated.

    "I think you're forgetting that I don't take orders from you anymore."

    No response to that, Irene kept her lips sealed tight. She looked to me instead, raising her eyebrows and not saying a word. Yet somehow that was all it took for me to understand.

    I turned to Ria. "Go wake the vampire."

    Seeing her face, right then, I don't think I'll be forgetting that utter look of betrayal she gave to me.

    "Wow, okay, fine, you guys suck."

    I think she took that rather well, all things considered.

    -----

    Hauling over to the entrance of the building wasn't exactly much to talk about. Pretty much, we just moved in silence.

    Down the steps, and into the hall of the ground floor, however, was when I finally came to realize that I was walking blind here.

    Literally and figuratively.

    What was the plan? Hell, if I know. I'm just following the leader at this point. Leader being that stark red blurry figure limping in front of me, and she didn't seem like she was in the mood for much talk.

    So asking her was out of the question.

    Alternatively, I did have a companion walking alongside me. Perhaps I could risk asking her instead.

    So I went for it. Then immediately regretted it.

    "You're taking my sister with you," is what she said.

    "Pardon?" is what I said.

    A nod of the head is what she responded with.

    A cry of astonishment is what I left her with.

    Both Irene and Ria from the front spun back to view the commotion that was happening from behind. Which, in retrospect, was a rather bizarre sight.

    There I was, with Ash in arms, carrying her like how a groom would to his bride. Meanwhile, Amelia stood beside me, very much displeased by my less-than-composed reaction.

    "She's sleeping," she warned me with a piercing glare.

    I knew she was sleeping. I could see that she was sleeping. Hard not to notice a vampire carrying another vampire, especially when said vampire is piggybacking off the other vampire.

    Well, excuse me for being shocked. Didn't know it was customary to be taking along a ticking time bomb with you after it had nearly blown up in your face. My bad.

    "Why though?" I asked aloud, desperately hoping that someone would be kind enough to bestow upon me with a reasonable enough explanation to justify such a bold proclamation.

    And that someone turned out to be Irene herself. Explaining the reason as she walked us out of the building.

    Apparently, despite all our efforts, and my death… Adalia wasn't cured just yet. Plan did work, make no mistake about that. Adalia won't be going berserk again anytime soon, but what my blood did to her was basically the equivalent of giving an insulin shot to a diabetic.

    Meaning to say, she's going to need periodic doses to help stave away the psycho within her.

    "So I'm essentially a blood bank?" I asked, still trying to wrap my head around it all. "Some kind of human-size prescription pill for an illness?

    Irene simply put it clearly with a very firm, "Yes, you are."

    "And none of you bothered to ask me if I'll be okay with this? You guys just… went ahead and decided for me while I was lying possibly dead on the ground?"

    Amelia wasn't looking my way, Ria was too busy trying to contain her laughter, and Ash was simply fast asleep. Leaving just Irene to answer in their stead once again.

    "You rather the alternative?" She said, angling her head sideways to look at me. "She's going to need your blood at all times otherwise she'll just frenzy again. Best way for that is if she sticks with you. Anytime she hungers - then there you are."

    "It will only be temporary…" Amelia added quietly. "Just until I am able to find Terestra."

    "Besides," Ria continued, barging into the conversation with a grin on her face. "Not like you're going to refuse anyway are you? You're just not that type of guy."

    ----

    Leave it to the weather to be as relentless as it could be, the sun's scorching rays were as hot as phoenix fire. Okay, maybe I'm exaggerating a bit.

    Or was I?

    Based on how Amelia reacted, the sun might as well be a ball of hellfire and brimstone. There she stood, watching us from the shade of the building. directly below the threshold between the indoors and outdoors.

    Ria was just gawking about, but then that's just par for the course now.

    Meanwhile, Irene and I were shifting the two unconscious beings into the backseat of her car.

    Ash went in first. I was careful with how I went about placing her, ensuring she was fitted snugly with no visible signs of discomfort whatsoever.

    Adalia's placement was done in a rush. The sun was a big no-no after all. So we couldn't really stress about how she was placed, we just tossed her in without a care in the world.

    Unsurprisingly, her sister didn't approve of our brash methods. Could see her over there glowering in silence. Thankfully, we had the sunlight to keep her from doing anything more other than sulking in a corner.

    Maybe, I was too harsh on the sun. Thanks sun.

    As Irene started the ignition, I had another thought pop into my head and I was amazed about how I never really addressed before.

    Chalk it up to my lack of emotions, I suppose.

    "Are we just gonna leave the victims up there on their own?" I asked.

    Irene spoke from the driver-side window. "I'll pretend I got an anonymous tip. Send some people over here to get them, they'll be fine."

    "How about 4 and 5?" I turned my eyes to the building once more. "Didn't see them at all. What happened to them?"

    "Adalia had already released them shortly before your arrival." Amelia was the one who answered me this time. Amelia, whose eyes stared into my own. "She intended to release them all. She never approved of taking humans. I only did what I had to do… to save my sister, even if it meant going against her wishes."

    "You're justifying yourself," I said, noting her lack of hostility. "Why? Do you honestly care what I think of you?"

    "My sister came to you," she said. "As your blood was spilled… she came to you, a human. I shouldn't have brushed it off as her being delusional. I should have taken it as a sign of something much more… that you were much more than you were. I don't expect you to forgive the things I've done to you… I don't want you to. I just want you to understand. That everything that I've done, I did for her."

    Calmness and conversation. Two things I never expected to have with her. But things can change. Circumstances can change. Feelings, however, weren't as simple as that.

    "I died." I simply said. "Try and make me understand that."

    Her silence spoke more than words ever could. There wasn't any anger in her stare, nor even a shred of resentment. Just a quiet moment of acceptance.

    I changed the subject.

    "You're not coming with?"

    Amelia shook her head.

    "I'll visit. Time to time. Wherever you end up staying, I'll find you."

    I nodded my head and that was that, into the passenger seat I went with Ria swooping in a blaze of gold just as the door swung to close, perching herself atop the headrest and ruffling her feathers.

    "Where we heading?" I asked, turning my gaze to the driver at the wheel.

    "Not the same motel, that's for sure…" Irene muttered, stepping onto the pedal. "Another motel, possibly… first your home, pick up a few more of your things."

    "What, why, what happened?" I asked.

    I noticed that I've been asking a lot of questions lately. Why was I in the dark about so many things?

    "Well, for starters, the room we were staying in is just gone," Irene explained. "After spilling your blood, well… uh… things got messy."

    

    "Adalia came after you? Is that how you got those wounds?"

    It was hard not to notice them. The way every bruise and cut on the surface of her skin gleamed under the sun. The way her face would flinch with every sudden movement she made.

    Fighting Amelia all by her lonesome… I was surprised her injuries weren't worse. I mean, it's a Matriarch we're talking about here, weren't we?

    Weren't we?

    Judging by the way her expression suddenly went rigid, I don't think she was.

    "The Matriarch didn't do this to me," she said, her voice going soft.

    It was confusion, mostly… an innocent question asked

    "Then who…?"

    Then as my voice trailed away, horror struck me, as did the realization. I wanted to deny it. I looked at her, hoping she would deny it. Reassure me that it wasn't what I thought it was.

    But it all fit, didn't it?

    I could still recall how her eyes were back then, back at that hallway where she first came to our rescue. They were staring at me the same way now.

    With the same feeling of apprehension, the same feeling of dread, she spoke again.

    "You did."

  
    Chapter 42: Another Change Of Scenery 

    "If I were you, I'd have decided it's time to have a long, long talk with my parents as soon as I could."

    That's what Irene had said. Stopping close, idling by, she whirred the car to the entrance of my apartment building.

    Upwards, from the dusted windshield, I could see my humble abode, still with the door ajar, still emblazoned with the bold black initials inscribed on the yellow tape sealing the doorway.

    <POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS>>

    "You can cross," Irene said, clicking open the passenger-side lock. "I'll allow it. Go grab some clothes, some things... We'll find you guys another place to stay."

    Another click sounded, as I swung open the door, the crunch of gravel dispersing across the sole of my shoes as I stepped onto the curb.

    Walking didn't feel like walking. Sure, my legs went one step after the other. But it didn't feel like I was the one taking those steps. Breathing, blinking… none of those actions felt like me.

    Not after what Irene had said.

    "Mr. Man, are you alright? Need some company?"

    Ria's voice went ahead and assailed the vacantness I was feeling. It was like I was suddenly snapped back into my own consciousness, as my eyes turned back to find Ria in all her flaming, smoldering golden glory, wearing a quizzical look on her face.

    Immediately, alarm bells started blaring in my head and my eyes quickly darted to the left and right.

    "You have flames for hair," I whispered, after finding the street deserted. "People will see you."

    Apparently, I was alone in my concern, for Ria simply brushed it off with a wave of a hand.

    "It's October on its spookiest day," came her reasoning. "The excuse practically writes itself."

    Wasn't quite convinced myself, but so long as it was okay with Irene…

    I peeked over Ria's shoulders, giving a quick glance back in the direction of where the car rumbled in place. Adalia and Ash were still blissfully unaware of any ongoings over in the backseat, meanwhile, Irene was there shrugging her shoulders while nudging her head at me as if to say, "Just go with it, dude, I dunno."

    So go with it, I did. Into the building and aboard the lift I went, with a blazing, humming-to-herself phoenix in tow. The silence and the compactness of the elevator ride had my awareness slipping away again, my thoughts helplessly adrift in the sea of heavy contemplation.

    

    No Matriarch, no mythical beings present. It was I that destroyed the motel room, it was I that gave Irene those wounds.

    How, exactly?

    That was the question of the year, right there.

    I for one, couldn't recall a single thing that happened between spilling and blood and waking up in that abandoned building. But based on what Irene claimed, apparently, I was inducted into a hypnotic state.

    The same one Ash was in.

    And in that state, I did things, unexpected things. Irene was unfortunately vague about how things went down because not even she knew how things had exactly transpired.

    One moment, there we stood at opposite ends of the room. The next, I was slowly walking out of the room with a vacant expression on my face, and when she tried to stop me… then that's when it happened.

    Irene woke up shortly after, bruised and battered, with the room in a state of disrepair, a large gaping hole tore into the wall where I have presumably disappeared into.

    And that was that.

    "Did I really do that?"

    The chime of the elevator bell parted the doors wide open, exiting first went Ria, twirling around to face me with her eyebrows raised in affirmation.

    "Yep, you did," she said with a smile.

    "And you knew?" I said, stepping out alongside her.

    "Where did you think you got your extra point from?"

    Trudging, walking, I spoke out again. "Can you tell me what exactly - " And trailed off.

    Someone was already at my door. Someone I knew well… much to my dismay.

    That someone formed a slimy grin on his face as our eyes met contact, a cigarette tucked between his puckered lips. That someone turned, took off his bowler hat, and gave a courteous bow in my direction.

    "Missed me?" croaked his contemptuous voice.

    "Not for long enough," I felt my mood take a nosedive. "Why are you here?"

    Bowler-hat man reveled in my aggravation, a snide smirk permanently curling his lips even as he continued speaking.

    "Spare me the hostility, friend, I ain't here for business." His attention was then taken over by the burning mistress at my side. I could practically see the question mark floating atop his head as he continued squinting at her… uhh, abnormal appearance.

    "Why's the lady on fire?" He asked.

    "Trick or treat!" spoke Ria with a sweet smile. "Aiming for first place in a competition this year. I think I might have actually outdone myself this time, don't you think so?"

    The man stayed staring at Ria a little longer than I would have been comfortable with but eventually, surprisingly, he accepted it without batting an eye, even went as far as nodding his head, visibly impressed.

    "Frankly, lady, if you don't end up winning… you've been scammed," He said.

    Well frankly, bowler-hat man, you're actually the last one person I ever wanna hear bringing up the word scam in that context. How do you even sleep at night?

    "Speaking of scams," I said, marveling over just what people would believe in nowadays. "Why are you here?"

    "Your dad gave us a call."

    My -

    "Dad?"

    He nodded his head. "Daddy dearest indeed."

    In the realm of telecommunication, at this point in time, I was essentially a caveman. Phone dead, laptop gone. I had absolutely no means of contacting anyone or for anyone to contact me, and I didn't really expect anyone to, much less my own Dad.

    It seemed like ages since I last heard from him. So why was he…?

    "I assume your phone's broken?" The man said. "He mentioned he couldn't reach ya. Must have assumed we had something to do with it. So he gave the boss I call."

    He took a big puff before continuing again, huffing out smoke as he did. "Boss said we had nothing to do with it. Rightfully so. Then your dear ol' dad asked us to check up on you. Can you imagine that? Your dad asking us to play babysitter? The nerve..."

    Honestly, it wasn't a far stretch of the imagination for me. My dad has done far crazier things than asking the mob to babysit his son.

    Like that time during a cruise ship out at sea, the madman actually went and dove into the middle of the pacific ocean because he dropped his bottle of coke into the watery depths. Didn't even consider buying another one, just went straight for it. Long story short, he swam back to the ship no worse for wear and with the coke bottle raised up high.

    So in regards to this whole ordeal here? Not even fazed. Just really off-put by it, well, by him mostly.

    Bowler-hat man had his stare off gazing into the distance, sighing. "Anyway, since here I am talking to you, you can probably assume how that story went, yeah?"

    "Pretty much."

    "Good. This will be easy to explain then."

    His stubby hand delved into the depths of his coat pocket, rummaging and fiddling about, before pulling out two different looking objects. One of which jingled while the other flapped. Both, he went ahead and flung at me.

    I caught them just in time. And for what now laid between the palm of my hands was something worth raising an eyebrow on. I looked back up at the man.

    "A key and a slip of paper?"

    "That's a house key and that's the house's address," he corrected. "Short version - start packing your bags up boy, you're moving outta here."

  
    Chapter 43: Moving

    The scenes and events that happened next were all but a blur to me. Sure, I walked into my apartment. Of course, I went ahead and started packing up the essentials.

    Though if you were to ask me what my thoughts were during the process of moving out, I would have just looked at you and gone - "Thoughts? What are thoughts even anymore?"

    Because I had no thoughts. The bizarreness of the entire scenario hadn't settled in yet in my ailing, failing head. My poor brain hadn't yet come to terms with previous events and now it's getting slammed in the front lobe with another one.

    Cue the explanation.

    Bowler-hat man came to my place and found that it had been ransacked and torn apart. So he reported to the big boss, and the big boss in turn reported to my dad, and my dad in turn started turning cogs in his head and came to the conclusion that I've been robbed and rendered homeless.

    Don't know why he didn't just look at the news, but I digress. So in his own way of helping me out, my dad, the madman he was, managed to coax the big boss into giving me another place to stay.

    Now, I do not know how he managed to do that. I do not want to know how he managed to do that. All I know was that he managed to do that. Dad has some pretty big pockets, apparently, and those pockets run deep.

    Yeah, that settles it… I needed to ask me some questions here.

    So after bidding bowler-hat man farewell, here I was now - with a key and an address to a new home that I'll be staying in for the time being. Along with an Elf, Vampire, and a Phoenix.

    You know - like normal people.

    Man, I'm stuck in a loop, aren't I? Doom to spend the entirety of my days constantly zigzagging through abnormality after abnormality.

    I used to have an aversion for these kinds of things. Anything strange or out of place anywhere and I'll go steering away in the other direction. Lately though, it's starting to seem like I have an aversion to my own aversion.

    My whole life is just one big novelized joke authored by the Big Man above… wasn't even that funny, really.

    But enough about me, how about we go and see why Ria was still in my room rummaging around the insides of my closet for the past five minutes now. Sure she must have a good reason for it.

    "Why isn't anything here folded or organized?!" She exclaimed, her eyes wide in horror. "You live in a pigsty!"

    Yep, a very good reason indeed.

    "Weren't you supposed to be taking cables and toothbrushes and things like that?" I asked her, to which she promptly ignored.

    "Shirts! Pants! Wha- even underwear?! Really? Didn't Terestra teach you how to fold?! What kind of omnipotent excuse of a mother doesn't teach her own son how to fold his clothes?!"

    I swiped away the boxers that she had pinched between her fingers and stuffed into a bag that I fished out from a drawer.

    "Firstly, my mom's name is Lilith," I said. "Secondly, yes, she did teach me how to fold my clothes - I just don't bother to, alright? It's a pain. Sue me."

    

    Ria stood up, rolled her eyes, and went into the living room, where her voice echoed aloud once more.

    "You don't even wash the plates!"

    This phoenix I swear to God…

    ------

    With a bag packed to the brim with some essentials, finally, we made our departure. But not before I spun around, taking in one last good view at the doorway that held a lot of memories.

    Could still remember the first time I walked through this hall, the first time I cooked in that kitchen… how time flies by….

    Okay, that's all the memories I have. Bye apartment. You were nice. Not too nice, yet nice enough. I shall remember you… for as long as I'm able to anyway, no promises.

    Another chime of the elevator bell signaled our descent back down to the ground floor. Silence and compactness again drifted my mind about, drifted it to a scene I wasn't very gung-ho about.

    That abandoned building at the side of a begotten road and the events that transpired within them will surely come to haunt my dreams for many nights to come.

    Morbid curiosity had me wondering about things I really shouldn't be. Like what would have happened if just a single little thing had gone a different way.

    If Ash hadn't listened to me, or if Irene hadn't come, or perhaps most damaging of all...

    I turned to look at the phoenix beside me, who was once again humming a dainty little tune to herself, her flames glowing in harmony to the melody of her voice. I looked at her and thought - what if she wasn't there?

    I never really did give her my thanks, did I?

    I should.

    "Thank you," I finally said to her. "For everything, really."

    "Don't mention it," she beamed. "Don't thank me."

    I shook my head. "Still going to anyway. If it weren't for you, I'd be dead many times over. Wouldn't be fair to you if I didn't thank you for helping me out there."

    Ria again brushed it all aside, pursing her lips, squinting her eyes.

    "I think you're under the wrong impression," she muttered. "If you are, change that impression."

    I felt my lips curved downwards. "What does that mean?"

    "I didn't help you, bucko…" she explained. "You helped yourself. I was just along for the suicide ride, wasn't I?"

    "That's not…"

    "Not what? True?" She shrugged her shoulders. "Looked pretty true me. Whatever it takes, right? At my expense… Irene's expense… doesn't matter so long as it gets the job done, right?"

    "I thought you were okay with it? The plan… helping me?"

    "What was my other option? Disobey? Can I even do that?" She gave a chuckle. "Would you have let me, master?"

    A simple thanks, a little expression of gratitude… how did it end up like this? I was utterly confused by it all. I never really thought about it that way… I was always under the impression that she was helping me out. Was I really just using her? Was I really just helping myself?

    If she was angry, then why wasn't she? If she wanted to make me feel guilty, then why wasn't she upset? Why was her smile so nonchalant?

    It stayed that way even as the elevator doors parted open to the outdoors, lingered still, as she spun around back to face me, speaking, with not a shred of bitterness to her words.

    "Just a little tidbit for the future - I actually do have the right to disobey orders. There's a penalty for it, yeah… and each penalty will inflict so much pain onto me that I would wish I were dead. So, yeah… keep that in mind the next time you mindlessly order me around because maybe at some point - I might just decide that I would rather take the pain than listen to you any longer."

    A raise of an eyebrow, then she turned around again and continued walking back to the car, leaving me at an utter loss for words, trailing along right behind her.

    "I'm sorry…" was all I could say to her.

    And even that she wouldn't accept.

    "Don't be," she said reassuringly. "You managed to do it, didn't you? Heroes shouldn't have to apologize for saving the day. Even after everything, you still did everything right."

    Another chuckle.

    "Right?"

  
    Chapter 44: Life...

    Somewhere in the not-so-distant outskirts of town, sometime within the twilight hours of daylight's break, an inconspicuous whirring black sedan had just pulled over in the driveway of a two-story house that stood uninhabited for what seemed like ages.

    

    "This is the place?" Irene asked.

    I looked again at the hasty scribblings on the slip of paper I was given. It was very non-descript if anything… it was just an address with little tidbits like 'left here', or 'straight there'.

    Well, we did went left here, and straight there too… plus there weren't really any other houses in sight, so…

    "This is the place," I answered.

    The view seen from the dashboard window wasn't able to fully capture the scope and size of the place. The view outside the dashboard, however, was just… really something else.

    The house wasn't exactly the magnum opus of a world-renowned architect-guy, nevertheless, presentation-wise, it was still far better looking than most I've seen in my lifetime… lifetimes.

    Granted, I lived in the countryside for most my life but that's beside the point, point being, I liked what I saw. The stupid impressed grin aching my cheeks was there to show for it.

    While I stood there by the car still marveling over the wondrous wonders of modern architecture, Ria and Irene were already making their way along the smooth-cobbled pathway towards the front door.

    "Open sesame, please!" Ria called out.

    Her face, her voice… they really do seem not to harbor any animosity towards me, which was unsettling in itself, her indifference towards me… I really do not know what to make of it.

    "On my way," I muttered, forcing a smile of my own, the thought pushed to the back of my mind.

    A quick fiddling with the lock later, and the door swung open to a darkened interior. Then just right before you could start asking yourself about where the hell the light switch was, God came in swooping and declared with a flicker of white, "Let there be light,"

    And then there was light.

    "Automatic," whistled Ria, giving a mischievous side-glance my way. "Those mob guys spared no expense with you, did they?"

    "I don't trust them," Irene said, taking the first steps in, her tone brimming with disapproval. "You shouldn't either."

    Don't know why Irene was telling me that. 'Trust' along with 'Mob' are words that are galaxies apart from one another.

    "Irene, darling, you're a detective, distrust is like your main motto," Ria scoffed, taking the second steps into the deserted hall. "Everybody lies, right?"

    Everybody lies… as I've come to realize more and more through recent events was a statement that couldn't have rung more true… surprisingly, with parents being the worst offenders.

    What a bitter pill to swallow.

    "Coming in?" Ria had herself spun to me, her smile warm, her expression inviting.

    Was that a lie, too?

    "Yeah, coming…" I smiled. I lied.

    ---------

    Two bedrooms. One guestroom. Two toilets. One kitchen. A big-ass living room. Closets for days. Two balconies upstairs. And to top it all off, every room was already furnished to the brim.

    We got electrical appliances by the dozens, A/C units no matter where you go, even got a chandelier hung high above the TV space.

    Naturally, the first thing that crossed my mind was, "Oh my holy God, the bills. I'm dead." but that concern was immediately abated once I came across the sticky note plastered onto the door of the smart fridge.

    <<Bills are covered for a year. Tell your Dad we are officially even now. No more favors.>>

    It wasn't even a month ago when they were practically starving me out of house and home. Now they were filling me up with all the houses and homes I could ever want. Next thing you know, they'll end up getting me a replacement for my broken phone too.

    <<P.S: There's a phone in the second-floor bedroom. Use it.>>

    Oh.

    I know it's getting really redundant at this point, but I seriously cannot emphasize enough just how surreal everything was at the moment. It wasn't good. It was making my head hurt bad. I needed a distraction.

    "You want to go take the Elf and the Vampire out of the car, now?" Irene asked, her gleaming scarlet eyes poking through the doorway.

    "Good distraction, let's go," I said.

    "What?"

    "Nothing, let's go."

    A little while later and we had ourselves a full house. With Ash, I made sure to place her into the most comfortable room and bed I could find. Carrying her up the flight of stairs wasn't easy, but I wasn't going to complain, especially not with Ash.

    In regards to Adalia… needed her in close proximity to me always, so we've situated her onto the living room couch, where I could keep an eye on her easily.

    By the time we had everything settled, we were greeted with the chilly breeze of dusk's ascent with the dark canvas in the night sky twinkling a few stars shining bright.

    For a moment, just for the one minute moment, I had that sense of normalcy again. The belief that the only magical moment in my life was the time my dad dressed as Santa Claus and knocked on the front door. Then I saw the glow of phoenix fire twirling around the garden with a whimsical tune playing in a hum, caught a strong whiff of enticement temporarily clouding my senses and I was instantly brought back down to my new version of normalcy.

    "You'll be fine?"

    Irene spoke from the driver-side window of her car. She had to go, she claimed. Duty calls. She wanted to go and make sure all the victims were accounted for.

    "I hope so," I said, bending down to level with her gaze. "More worried about you, actually. You're still very red and very, uhh… smelly."

    "Glamour will come back eventually. Don't know how long… but it'll be back. I'll just be watching from afar, no one will see me… hopefully..."

    "And the victims? Isn't there a chance they might remember something? Wouldn't be nice if they started spouting about vampires and phoenixes and stuff like that now, would it?"

    Irene smiled at that. Hadn't seen her smile for so long now.

    "You really think anybody would believe them?" She raised her eyebrows. "Would you have?"

    "You really want me to answer that?"

    A sigh, a tired one, left her lips with a shake of her head. "You're normal. That's good. Frankly, if I were the one in your shoes… getting dragged into all this… I don't think I would have come out of it the same."

    It was my turn to sigh. "Who says I still am?"

    Her stare was somber again, that smile… all but faded. "Back then… I knew you trusted me. I'm sorry I lied. I'm sorry about what I said. The Elf… everyone… you're right, they weren't just numbers in a statistic."

    "Heat of the moment," I said. "I know you didn't mean it.'

    "I did," she said, looking away. "Still do. This time was a fluke. Next time… if there is a next time… you might just not be able to save everyone. And then once you realize that… then numbers will be all you have to go off of…"

    'Is that how it was?" I asked, angling down a bit further trying to meet her expression. "Kronocia? Is that how things are decided? And what of those you left to die? I mean, do you even care?"

    "I care…" Her voice went soft. "I cared. But eventually, in time… you'll reach the point where you cared so much that you end up just not caring at all anymore."

    "You - "

    "It hasn't happened to you yet," Her eyes on mine as the car engine whirred to life. "Pray it never will. Take care of Ria for me."

    And before I could say anything else, she drove off, stirring dust in her wake as she shrank into the moonlit horizon.

    I'll pray, Irene, I'll pray...

    --------

    "Irene just left…"

    Up the paved cobblestone path, beyond the tall grass and some bushes, frolicking in a meadow of flowers, Ria could be found staring away into the endless sea of the starry night sky, the smoldering strands of her hair like a beacon of light in the darkness.

    "Yeah," she said, turning to face me. "I didn't even get a goodbye. I'm hurt."

    "Are you?"

    "Nah."

    "Thought so," I delved my hands into my pockets, feeling a shiver run down my spine by the drop in temperature. "You coming in?"

    "Nah."

    "You staying out?"

    "Actually," she squinted her eyes at me. "I'm thinking of leaving."

    'Say again?"

    Her smile grew wider. "I'm leaving."

    Surprised was the first, spreading my eyes wide. Panic was the second, making my words come out in stutters.

    "Wh-what? You're leaving? Why? How - how come? Was it because of before? About what happened? If it is, I'm sorry… I'll try not to - "

    "Whoa, whoa, whoa… relax, my guy. It has nothing to do with that! I told you there are no hard feelings. It's just… 50 years in an amulet, you tend to miss out on a lot of things. I didn't really have the luxury of stretching my wings. I just want to see the sights, explore the world… maybe get some things from a gift shop or two."

    I wanted to believe her. I really, truly did. I wanted my worries to just disperse into nothingness. She claimed there were no hard feelings, her smiled claimed it, her words did too.

    But she was always smiling, always deflecting. It was getting harder to distinguish what she was really speaking beyond words. How can I know when she's serious when she's never serious?

    "This has nothing to do with… how I used you?" I asked.

    "Not even a tincy wincy bit."

    "Really?"

    "Come on, if you're feeling guilty, then that's your own fault. I already told you there were no hard feelings."

    "Well excuse me for worrying," I said. "You drop something like that on me and you expect me to just brush it off?"

    She chuckled. "I would have."

    "I'm not you."

    "Okay! Alright!" She raised her arms in the air. "Let's pretend that I am upset with you, okay? Really upset, like - 'Boo, master, I hate you! I never want to see your face again! Hmph! Baka!', you with me so far?"

    Though mildly taken aback as I was, still, I went with the flow and nodded my head.

    "Then isn't this your perfect shot at redemption?" she explained. "You let me do what I always wanted. You, the benevolent, kind-hearted master, allow me to explore the world, see the sights, be free, and all is peachy again."

    Trying to appeal to my altruistic nature, there's gotta be a better way of convincing me to do what she wanted… thought I won't deny that it wasn't working. It actually was.

    "You really want to do this, don't you?"

    "I'm a phoenix," she said. "Flying is kind of what I do best, second only to setting things on fire."

    "And what if you're seen?" I inquired. "Hard not to spot a flaming bird in the sky. You're bound to pick up a few onlookers."

    Once again, I was the only one that shared in the concern, Ria simply laughed it off.

    "Oh, come on," she said, her tone mildly patronizing. "Don't tell me you've never seen a top ten unsolved mysteries video before on the internet. Irene practically lives off the stuff."

    That got a chuckle out of me. "Alright then, fair enough… you'll come back though, right?"

    "Oh-no-no-no, don't worry. I won't leave you all alone in a cold, heartless, Ria-less world. I'll be back from time to time, or when you call for me. Just think of me really deeply in your heart of hearts and I'll be there for you. Metaphorically speaking."

    Permission was granted. Ria had full authorization to take flight. She readied herself, her eyes upwards to the limitless skies… but then -

    "One other thing..."

    I had to interrupt. My worries had to interrupt. She turned to face me. One look at my expression was all she needed to understand the reason for my abrupt interruption.

    No click of the tongue, no voicing of any qualms. Her smile was soft and gentle.

    "You don't want to be alone, do you?" she said, her eyes drifting to the big, empty house. "More specifically, you don't want to be alone with her."

    Right on the money.

    "I just…" I paused, my eyes dreading to even glance at the open doorway. "After everything… how do I even talk to her? I'm a mess, she's a mess… I just... don't think we should be alone together right now."

    "Look," Ria reached out, placing a hand on my shoulder. "I'm not the right person you should be asking. But if you wanna know what I think. I think you'll be just fine. Whatever relationship you have with her isn't just gonna go crumbling the moment you see each other again. Not after what you've done for her, and certainly not after what she's done for you."

    I mentioned before just how difficult it was to distinguish the words behind her words. It wasn't difficult at all here. For the first time, she was being straight, she was being sincere.

    "Look even if you are clueless as to what to say to her now, you'll definitely find the words. Even if you can't find it now, you'll surely find it later."

    She unclasped her hand and took a step back, her smile as genuine as it ever was.

    I simply shook my head. "You know, I really wish you would talk like that more often. You just moved my heart there."

    Another round of chuckles.

    "Make a recording next time," she said. "It'll last longer."

    And with that, in a bright spiral of flames, Ria finally took flight, soaring into the darkness, casting it all away with her blinding glow.

    I watched her until she was nothing more than just another shimmering dot painting the brilliant night sky before I conceded to the freezing cold and finally took the steps into the doorway open wide.

    New home, new friends, new circumstances.

    As I let the door swung close, I heard the creak of wooden floorboards, the thud of heavy footsteps, and the sound of breathing, shallow, and strain.

    A second later… a voice. A familiar, nostalgic, comforting voice resounding aloud in the deathly quiet.

    "Mas...ter?"

    I missed that voice.

    "Ash…"

    I missed that sight.

    I never realized how much I missed the glow of her emerald eyes staring back at me, to see her be so expressive again… to be able to look at her, and actually see her.

    Could have brought a tear to my eye. It didn't. Joy wasn't an emotion I had yet. Happy and relieved, yes. But it wasn't enough.

    Ash had a hand grasping firmly onto the stair handle, mid-way down the steps, her body hunched, her skin pale as snow. She must have just woken up, and yet her first instinct wasn't to stay still and recoup, she came looking for me.

    But I didn't feel joy for it. I wanted to feel joy.

    "Master… I…" Ash heaved, "What I have done to you… the despicable things… I didn't…"

    "Don't apologize, please," I said at once, walking deeper into the hall. "Please don't. You aren't…"

    "Sis...ter?"

    I stopped dead in my tracks. I spun to the left.

    The living room had one other that had roused to consciousness. Adalia sat upright, her misty clouded eyes scanning the room from right to left before finally catching sight of me by the doorway.

    "Where is… my sister?" she asked. "Where… have you brought me?"

    Both eyes were on me now. Ash and Adalia's. Staring, inquiring… almost as if burrowing into my soul.

    Ria's statement rang true. I was utterly at loss for words.

    Find your words… you'll find them. All will be explained. In time. They'll understand. Get them to understand.

    The front door slammed shut. An echo resounding in the night. It was almost like an affirmation of a fact that I already knew.

    As I took in a breath, as I open my mouth wide, as I stared back at them with a newfound resolve.

    I knew that life will never be the same again.

  
    Chapter 45: Back To The 'Usual'...

    When I dream, I dream of her.

    Tossing and turning, trying to forget, yet it remained.

    Sometimes I'll dream, and sometimes it'll just be a flicker in a sea of memories. Just a flicker.

    Sometimes.

    Then sometimes, in those dreaded times, it'll be more than just a flicker.

    I used to enjoy sleeping. Loved it, even.

    Now though? Sad to say, my dear sleep… but I really think we should start seeing other people.

    You're a nightmare to deal with. Literally.

    I see fangs. I hear screams. I feel pain. In my restless dreams. All of them, just a full-on assault on the senses, pulsating throughout my body. It's enough to make anybody wake up in a cold sweat. Dreams of a malevolent being's claws sinking down to your chest.

    But, strangely enough, I didn't dread the vampire. Instead, I dreaded the emerald-green eyes that lurked behind the vampire.

    And those same emerald-green eyes were ever recurring. I hated that I dreamed of her that way.

    I hated that I dreamt of her now.

    The latest construct my mind had crafted consisted of Ash, a sword, and me dying.

    Two plus two equals four. I'll leave the answer to how I ended up dying unsaid. Doesn't take an Einstein to solve that math equation.

    Yet no matter the formula or method of the dreams, the results would always come out the same way every time.

    Me, waking up with a start, wet in the face, gasping for breaths I did not need. Afterward, I would survey the bedroom, the darkness dimly lit by the 7-in-the-morning sun.

    Sometimes, nothing. Other times…

    "GOD!"

    I'll scream, I'll reel back and, sometimes I'll even end up bashing my skull against the wooden headboard. In this case, I hit my head so hard the bed vibrated from the impact.

    Then, as I sat there, aching and moaning in the midst of a rude awakening, a voice would sound. Quiet, reserved… and almost trance-like.

    "No… God…"

    What an ominous statement.

    Through sight blurred with tears, I'd stare at the unblinking set of misty eyes staring at me from the end of my bed. As my heartbeat settled itself back from the verge of an explosion, I'd take a deep breath and begin the day just as I have many times before.

    "Adalia," I said. "Fourth time this week. I wake up and you're staring at me. Fourth. Don't make a fifth, please."

    "I'm… sorry…" She hung her head. "But I… worry that I... will…"

    "Frenzy," I finished for her. "I know, I know."

    

    "Apologies..."

    "It's fine, all good..." I sighed and began rolling back my sleeve, stretching out towards her a smooth patch of bare skin, ripe for a feasting. "Go crazy. Not literally, I meant… you know what I mean."

    Slowly, she crept her way towards me, her gaze never once breaking away from mine, always that blank far-away gaze that seemed to see more than it should.

    I'd feel her faint breathing trickling across the surface of my skin before the shimmering white of her fangs would sink into my flesh once more.

    This is how my mornings tend to start out nowadays. It was almost routine by then. Well, you know that they say - A startle a day keeps the heart attacks away. Or at least that's what Ria keeps telling me. I'm not really inclined on believing her though.

    Also when she would feast, it was at surface level. Really, it felt more like a nibble than an actual bite. Compared to the first time, back in that building, her bites now hurt as much as a mosquito's.

    The process doesn't last all that long either. Ten seconds later, right on the dot, and her fangs will be out of my arm with not a single bite mark visible aside from a little red glow where her fangs had pierced.

    "Thank you..." she whispered, stepping to the other end of the room, her movement now flushed with vigor.

    Did she walk away? Leave? No. She'll just be standing there. Gawking. Waiting for me to do something.

    Why are vampires so weird?

    "Why do you just stand there?" I finally asked after days of repeating the same routine over and over again.

    "Waiting," she replied.

    "For?"

    "To see… if you die..."

    That snapped me right awake. "What - wait, you're telling that that love bite could have killed me?! You've been chewing on me for a week and a half now, you're saying any one of those times could have been the last?!"

    "Sometimes… when I eat… people die..." she explained with all the enthusiasm of a coffee lover sipping on tea. "That's why… I wait..."

    Had a flashback to my first resurrection, and I think I can somewhat understand what she's trying to say.

    "You're saying you'll save me?"

    Adalia nodded her head, her glance slightly angling to the firmly closed door to the side, whispering, "Ash will save you…"

    I followed her gaze, my eyebrows furrowing. "She's by the door?"

    Another nod.

    "Wha - again?"

    "Always..."

    Off went the blankets that bundled me snug, thud went the floorboards as my feet pressed against it. Went to draw open the curtains - stopped - figured Adalia wouldn't really appreciate me flashbanging her with the sun - and instead decided to just make a beeline to the bedroom door.

    As I twisted the doorknob, I figured there wasn't a better time for the usual morning greeting.

    "Morning, Adalia," I said.

    I heard her reply from behind, as the door swung open with a creak.

    "Good morning… Son of Terestra..."

    Don't know why I was still surprised. Don't know why it wasn't on the list of things I should come to expect.

    Nevertheless, I was surprised. Still, I didn't expect.

    Arms wrapped around her knees, huddling in the narrow corridor that led to my bedroom door, Ash was fast asleep with her head slumped against the wall. Her blade lying by her side.

    Guard duty. Ninth day in a row.

    Lost count of how many times I told her it wasn't necessary anymore yet still she does so anyway.

    Didn't count the times when I would catch her sleeping on the job, however, but if I had to make a guess… fifth, sixth, maybe?

    Evidently, she wasn't very good at guard duty despite her constant insistence on it.

    But leave it to her to pick up on the most unexpected of things. Took one step, one step that could have won the record for world's tiniest creak, and still, her ears came perking upward.

    Then faster than you could say, 'Hey, you, you're finally awake.', She'd be already up on her feet, the sword clutched firmly in her grasp, scouring the vicinity with eyes ever vigilant.

    Ever seen a pajama-wearing, sword-wielding, hair-in-a-tangled-mess-ing Elf before? No? Well, you're welcome.

    "Morning," I said, greeting her with the warmest smile I could then muster.

    She spun around, saw me, saw my smile, then immediately looked the other way.

    In a voice less than a whisper, she muttered, "Good… good morning, Master."

    I felt my smile slowly slip away. "You… slept well?"

    "Yes, I have," I heard her draw in a big breath. "What of yourself?"

    Sword. Ash. Death. Only a flicker.

    "Yes," I answered. "Good sleep."

    "I see…" Another intake of breath. "Splendid news."

    She didn't sound too splendid, though.

    "I noticed you're still guarding over my door," I took a step forward. "Didn't we already agree it wasn't necessary anymore?"

    She took a step backward. "Indeed."

    "So, why…?" One step forward.

    Two steps back. "It's necessary..."

    Not one, not two - but many hurried steps now. Ones that brought her further away from reach. To the other end of the corridor, striding into a doorway slamming shut, Ash went and disappeared from sight.

    Well, that went well…

  
    Chapter 46: Morning Routine

    Yet I suppose, just like everything else, it was all routine by now. Including Ash's reaction. Life simply just goes on.

    Yeah, like hell it does.

    Ever since the incident, I had time to process, time to reflect. In this big empty labyrinth of a house, there were plenty of places to start pacing about, and pace about I did.

    I remembered saying in a job interview once that there really wasn't anything special about me at all. Needless to say, I didn't get the job. It was a good job too. Maybe I should go back and try my luck again.

    Who knows? Now if that 'anything special' question pops back up again, I could just scoff away and proclaim with confidence, "Yeah, I'm actually the lovechild of literally God. Hire me, please, or I'll smite you."

    My mind ached and pound at such a revelation. It was just a simple six-word statement. Yet I just couldn't really… well, I just didn't want to accept that things were the way they were.

    Leonardo and Terestra were my parents.

    'No!', my mind would roar back at me. 'It's Michael and Lilith. Your average run-of-the-mill husband and wife.'

    Tossed in a text to both Mom and Dad, and even my sister for good measure and all I got to show for it was a message from the big man himself who is the least talkative of the bunch.

    <<Will visit soon>>

    It's been a couple of days since then and nothing. Ring-ring went the phone but no one would pick up. It's like I'm deliberately being kept in the dark for some reason.

    So until Dad arrives, I'll just have to make do for now. The same daily routine as always.

    Shower, change, ready the meals at the downstairs dining table where chairs were drawn out for three, place the plates, take a seat, only to find out once again that there, including me, seated only two out of three.

    I recalled asking Adalia once if vampires would feast on anything else besides blood. She said no back then. So imagine my surprise one Saturday night, when I saw her sitting at the dining table staring away at an empty plate.

    "I would… like to try," she said.

    Ever since then she'll diligently partake in all mealtimes. Breakfast, sometimes lunch, and always dinner.

    So there we were, just us two, munching on scrambled eggs and ham. I wasn't a very good cook, but I try… I really do.

    "I liked... the pancakes…" Adalia suddenly muttered.

    Apparently, I didn't try hard enough.

    "I don't know how to make pancakes, Adalia."

    "I liked… Ria's… pancakes…"

    "I'm not Ria, Adalia."

    "Cereal?"

    "Cereal is…" I glanced at the vacant seat across from me. "Not for you."

    Adalia never bothered to inquire who. She knew. That's why the rest of the meal was munched upon without another word from either of us.

    You might wonder how on earth I could just sit there eating eggs and ham and drinking orange juice with the literal manifestation of my nightmares by my side and not feel the slightest shred of uneasiness or fear. Did I even have any problems with this arrangement? Well, from the outside looking in, it didn't seem like I did.

    But I did. I definitely did.

    Adalia definitely knew it too.

    Though through first glances, she may come across as someone living life as if she was miles away from the present. Truth was, she was as keen as they come.

    

    When she'd speak, when she'd eat, there would always be that bit of fang poking out of her lips and I'd shudder. Anytime she'd laid her hands flat in front of me, anytime she held something in them - those jagged edges, I could never tear away.

    It's no wonder why she always had her hands curled into fists, why she never bites and always nibbled.

    Consideration. She had plenty of it.

    Part of me felt bad for it. Having her conceal the things that made her who she was at my expense. Still, there was that other part that couldn't help but feel grateful for it.

    What a selfish prick that part was… really...

    Even then, despite everything, when it came down to it, irrationality was still… very much irrational. She still terrified me to the bone.

    I just try not to show it, and she tries not to show that she knows I don't show. But I know she doesn't show, and she knows that I know that she doesn't show.

    That's why I always finished first. That's why the knife and fork in her hand would always tighten ever so slightly as I strode past her on my way to the kitchen sink.

    "Thanks for… the food…" she'd always mutter past sealed lips.

    "You're welcome," I'd always answer without a second glance her way.

    Routine. Always Routine.

    -------

    It was already ten in the morning and still no sign of Ash descending down those steps. Tried to take my mind off it by cleaning for a bit, which, as it tends to do nowadays, just served to only exacerbate matters.

    See, I would try to clean. I was actually not that bad at it. In fact, I'd say I even prided myself on my standard of cleanliness. It's just that nowadays, I don't even have the opportunity to do so anymore.

    By the time a new dawn arises, you'd be hard-pressed to find a speck of dust anywhere in the house. All the usual suspects would already be accounted for by the time I had my turn with them.

    Tabletops cleared, shelves dusted, windows wiped, floors swept, garbage thrown. Really, all I did today was wash the plates. I'm diligent like that.

    On the first day it happened, it took only thirty seconds of pondering to realize who dun did it.

    The Elf-Knight from another world always aimed to please. That fact remains true even to this day. I just wish she would go about in a less convoluted manner. A simple smile, a bow, that was really all it would take to please me.

    I just wish she knew that...

    "Going… up?" Adalia's voice softly sounded.

    Soft not because she was as meek as a mouse, soft because she was speaking from a distance, and why shouldn't she be?

    It was bedtime time now. After all, my morning was her midnight and my breakfast was her dinner.

    So I turned, midway up the staircase, glancing over at the scene of comfort. Adalia laid pretty snug on the couch there, she also had this habit of bundling her blankets up so that it looked like she was in a cocoon of fabric.

    Adorable? Perhaps…

    "Yeah," I said, nudging forward the tray I had in my hands. "Someone still hasn't eaten yet."

    Adalia slowly nodded her head in understanding, and I thought that was that, but when I turned around to continued my ascent, she spoke again.

    "Ash is… not very fond of me…" she said.

    Didn't even bother stopping this time, I just kept trudging on.

    "You know why," I answered back.

    "Yes…"

    "Goodnight, Adalia."

    "Good… night… son… of…"

    Fast asleep just as the second floor was reached. At this point, it was almost like clockwork.

    Punctual, methodical, dutiful. Just like my next course of actions were.

    A silver tray with the usual favorites, placed gently beside a closed door. Three soft knocks then my voice as normal as it could be.

    "Food's by the door, Ash" I gave a sigh. "Try and eat this time…"

    Usually, I'd get no reply. Didn't know why I was expecting anything different this time. Just this once, though… it'd be nice to hear something, anything.

    Nothing.

    I walked away.

    Saw this coming, knew what lied ahead in front of me, the rock on the bridge or whatever the hell Ria called it… it was all within expectations. Still, just because you expect it to happen doesn't mean it'll make it any easier to sort out.

    But I still see light at the end of the tunnel, the rainbow after the rain. I'm confident Ash and I would get through this.

    It was only a matter of time.

    And time was something I had plenty to spare.

    I wasn't just going to go twiddle my thumbs doing nothing. Not anymore.

    Do you know how much mid-range second-hand laptops go for online? They're surprisingly cheap, actually.

    And do you know how fast it takes to have one delivered to your doorstep? Once again, they don't take that long.

    At the end of the hallway, I swung open my bedroom door, pressed a click, heard a click, and locked it. Didn't waste much time booting up the laptop to the desktop screen, wasted even less clicking open the icon I had tucked away in the corner.

    Soon, a familiar orchestral melody came blaring at me from the laptop speakers, next was the soft yellow glow emitting from the display, a title card that glimmered three golden words.

    <<Chronicles Of Asteria>>

    The usual morning routine.

    It was time to learn more about dear old Mommy and Daddy.

  
    Chapter 47: Change In Routine

    <<Be sure to stock up on Health Potions before entering a fight. You never know when you might need them.>>

    Man, loading screen tips are useful as hell, aren't they? A lot of games have them. A lot of games shouldn't. Half the time, some of them feel just downright patronizing, honestly.

    Like, what am I? Five? I know how to press the 'X' button, game, don't worry. I'm fully capable of using my thumbs.

    Over the course of my playthrough, I managed to gather a list of favorites that would occasionally pop up on screen, a few of them, paraphrasing here, are basic things like -

    <<Weapon broken. Go Blacksmith. Blacksmith fix good.>>

    <<Party Members sometimes talk. Talk to them.>>

    Favorite one being, after dying from a mob, was: <<To not die, don't die>>

    Okay, maybe I'm giving the devs a little too much flak here. Besides, they do serve as useful suggestions when I get too cooped up in farming for EXP.

    Fast-traveling that one time actually reminded me of a thing that I should be doing that I've been setting aside for reasons of the procrastination kind.

    <<You can find interesting side quests by going to a local town's notice board and accepting quests from there>>

    Convenient timing had me loading into the peaceful province of Astra. A rather prosperous kingdom. Definitely be earning top dollar here.

    'Course, I haven't completely forgotten about my true objective here. Like a dried-up desert sponge, I've been absorbing every new info I've come across, truly immersing myself in the world of Asteria.

    It's no Kronocia, though, but it's the closest I'll ever get and that's good enough for me.

    Now, most will say that for a purpose such as my own, a wise man would simply set himself walking on the path less troubled, and just google what it was that he sought for.

    Let it not be unsaid though, that I'd agree wholeheartedly. But this arduous journey has since gone past the point of just simple curiosity. After everything that has transpired, it was so much more.

    Asteria was personal. And I'll discover everything it had to offer to me with my own eyes, with my own hands, all in the eyes of Leonardo the Hero. My quote-unquote 'Father'.

    That's a commitment I resolve to see through to its end.

    Hold your applause everyone. I know. Video games are such awe-inspiring ventures, aren't they? What a brave man I am for sitting in my bedroom fiddling around with a controller. I mean, can you just feel the determination surging through my veins here? I can.

    Oh wait, that's Redbull. Nevermind.

    Then there was the case with Ash and her polygonized evil alter ego. That… I didn't really know what to do with. As a servant of Terestra, our paths were intertwined… I'm going to end up knowing her story one way or another.

    So as they say, come what may.

    "How about this one?" suggested a sorcerer companion of mine, pointing to the quest board.

    In actuality, what my dear sorcerer companion, with his big hat and robes, failed to realize in time was the fact that I've already swiped every single piece of parchment tacked onto the notice board. So really, he was just pointing at nothing, making himself look like a complete and utter fool.

    Which is ironic, since his intelligence stat far exceeded the rest of my party members, including me.

    But that's just A.I for you.

    Anyway, Dad was a busy guy. Made him run around the entire province doing errands for people with way too much time on their hands.

    You can't farm without farming equipment? Okay, sure, I'll get you some. Pretty sure there's a shop literally around the corner where you could just walk your lazy ass over yonder, but whatever, customer is always right, I guess.

    You want me to spy on a girl you have a crush on just to find out what she likes? Dude, my armor has been forged with the hardened skin and flesh of my foes. You sure you want me to be your cupid? No problem? Okay. Yeah.

    Let me clarify here, you want me, a legendary hero from the past that has been flung forward into the future to save the world from a life-ending threat, you want that very same hero to be running around the entire kingdom just to help you catch your runaway chickens?

    Is that really what you want a hero to be doing, lady? Is it really?

    Ooo, you're giving away a hundred gold for it? Why didn't you just say so? Hell yeah, m'lady. Lead the way.

    Eventually, that long laundry list of quests I've acquired has soon whittled down to just a fair few in the course of just a few short hours. Ticked away the farmer, ticked away the crush, ticked away the chickens, next on the list is…

    Search quest. Talk to the Aristocrat. Don't mind if I do.

    Just like any other quest, it had a four-step process. Talk here, go there, find this, go back, done.

    The first step was talk. So talk I did.

    Mr. Aristocrat spoke in a rather pompous manner, so much so, that I was barely paying any attention to him. That was until he disclosed just who exactly I was looking for.

    "My Elf has gone missing. Attempting to flee, I suppose. Would you be so kind as to bring him back here for me?"

    I shifted in my seat, hunching myself closer to the screen. Now he's got my attention. Sure, aristocrat, sure…

    "Splendid to hear! Now I hear talks of Elves being sighted within the greens of Witherwood Forest. I do believe your journey starts there. Do more than just drive them away, will you? Farewell."

    The second step and the third, together compacted into words on the upper righthand corner.

    <<Capture the Aristocrat's Elf in Witherwood Forest>>

    <<(Optional: Slay the remaining Elves)>>

    Why was this normal? Why wasn't there any dialogue choice to object?

    "Let us make haste, shall we? Those heathens won't linger for long," said with a smile, my sorcerer eagerly marched onwards.

    No, no thanks. I don't wanna do that.

    "Yes," Leonardo spoke. "Congregating so close to the citizens of Astra… those Elves are getting too audacious for their own good. Let us make an example out of them."

    What the fuck…

    Apparently, it didn't matter what I wanted to do. This was what Leonardo wanted to do - what my Dad wanted to do.

    The Hero of Prophecy.

    I don't think a hero should be saying things like that.

    "Perhaps by chance, we'll be able to capture one of our own too," spoke the sorcerer again, chuckling. "We could really do with a servant of our own, don't you suppose?

    Leonardo shook his head. "I fear I may not be able to resist the urge to kill them myself."

    I…

    I paused the game.

    Forget Terestra, what the hell was up with Leonardo's skewed perspective on heroism here?

    Was this how far the hatred against elves reached? To the point where not even the hero of justice himself is exempted from displaying prejudice against them?

    What of Kronocia? How deep did the enmity lie? Was it just as bad?

    'She's just an Elf!'

    Irene's words rang loud in my head. Maybe it really was that bad.

    'There was an incident involving Elvenkind.'

    Ash had claimed long ago. But what incident?

    Well… only one way to find out. I was committed. I was determined. I unpaused the game.

    Then came a knock at the bedroom door, shutting me away from the realm of fantasy as I hastily slammed the laptop shut, forgetting that I had locked the door already.

    

    A knock on the door. Adalia was fast asleep, there was no one else in the house, so whoever was at the door could only be…

    "Who is it?" I yelled into the quiet.

    "It's… it's only I," muttered the soft muffled voice of Ash.

    Bingo. Big one-in-a-million change bingo.

    I could barely recall the last time Ash actually approached me of her own volition. It was always me coming to her. This was a new development, one that arrived at the worst possible time.

    My mind was so wracked with sprouting up endless speculations as to what could possibly be the reason for this sudden shift of the status quo, that I nearly forgot the option of just simply opening my goddamn mouth and asking.

    "Did you need something?" I said, frantically at war with the quiver in my voice. "What's up?"

    The sliver of light funneling in from the narrow slit in the doorway painted a shadow onto the wooden floorboards. It was a rather twitchy shadow, one that shifted about in place… timidly, hesitatingly… matching well with the voice that belonged to it.

    "I've overheard you," Ash slowly said. "The previous day… I've overheard a mention that we were in dire need of supplements for the coming days ahead. You were… supposed to head out for fresh supplies today? I fear you may have forgotten is all."

    "Oh." I did forget. "You're right, must have slipped my mind." But she remembered for me.

    Every room had a clock. Don't know why but they did. I glanced at the one hanging above the doorway.

    Already one in the afternoon…

    "I'll go get them now, Ash," I said, rising from my seat. "Thanks for the reminder."

    "Yes," she said. "Not at all…"

    Right then, I was thinking about how much I wanted that door to be see-through. The slab of timbered wood between us… I wanted to see her face, how did she look at the moment?

    Open the door, simple as that.

    'Course the moment I took a step forward, the shadow on the floorboards shrank back.

    "Okay," I heard her say. "I shall… I shall go now."

    Was that it?

    The most she's ever interacted with me in weeks, and you're going to let fly by you? Let that shadow fade away into the light? Listen to that shuffle of feet growing ever distant?

    How many times are you just going to let it happen?

    Remember, four steps to a side-quest. Go and take the first step.

    "Hey, Ash?" I spoke out. "You wanna come with?"

    Silence. Not even the sound of footsteps. So I continued, doing the utmost to stifle the apprehension threatening to burst out.

    "It won't exactly be a light trip. It's a long shopping list, and I only have one pair of hands. But with you, it'll be much easier and also faster, but I'm not forcing you! It's not an order! I just thought that maybe we could use some - well, I thought we could, but - okay - look, what I'm trying to say is… it'll be nice if you followed… you know?"

    The silence immediately after was a deafening one. I admit I could have been more eloquent there. Alas, Martin Luther King Jr I was not, so there I stood, waiting for her reaction.

    And just how well did I fare on that front?

    Well, footsteps sounded again.

    Steps fainter. Steps further. Drawing away from me.

    Maybe... maybe we just weren't there yet, is all...

    Maybe we never will be.

    "I'll get changed," A voice as tense as my own echoed. "I shan't be long… but you needn't wait for me."

    "It's okay!" I said on impulse. "I'll... I'll wait."

    Her door shutting close reverberated in the quiet.

    Whether or not she heard me didn't matter to me. I was just delighted that some headway was actually happening after so long.

    But I wasn't done yet. This was just the first hurdle. One step down, three more to go. I grabbed my wallet, my phone, a coat, and after unlocking the door, I headed downstairs, where I began my wait by the front door.

    Don't know exactly what I could do to coax her out of this shell she made for herself. Whatever the case, this barrier between us, this rock on the bridge? It was going to shift. One way or another.

    This is going to be an interesting side quest...

  
    Chapter 48: Baby Steps

    November really hated the sun it seemed. Not a trace of yellow in the clouds amid the endless swarm of dark greys and whites. It was like the sky just got told that its favorite show had been canceled and has lost all purpose for existence. That's how bleak it looked.

    Someone better not tell it Santa isn't real either. I don't need the sky to start crying tsunamis on me. Rain was the last thing I needed right then.

    Even the flower garden itself, with all its flair and flourish, was not spared from the melancholic air. Colors no longer bloomed, reds, yellows, and blues, so dull and washed-out. Not a trace of the wind to give them motion with the breeze.

    It was all so… drab.

    Am I in a noir film? Certainly feels like it. Only thing missing now was the gloomy narration. Wait, I already did, didn't I? Oh boy…

    Okay! Look! I don't care. You think I care? I don't. I don't care how glaring the signs were, I was not going to take this as a precursor for things to come, I refuse.

    Mark my words, this thirty-minutes-to-an-hour shopping session shall not be hampered by any more doom and gloom, and if I see one more thing that makes me feel the slightest bit of the big S.A.D, I am going to -

    "Master… perhaps postponing this trip for now... would be the wisest decision..."

    Cry.

    I turned to face the front entrance, where a patch of white and a glow of green poked out from a slightly opened doorway.

    "What, why?" I said, smiling an unconcerned smile. "Got some coupons here telling me that using them now would be the wisest."

    Ash's eyes shifted upwards then back down to me. "Damp air. It's almost certain to start pouring at any moment."

    I scoffed, and chuckled. I schuffled. "Pfft, It's not gonna rain."

    Lighting flashed from behind.

    "It's not going to rain soon."

    Thunder boomed louder than a shotgun.

    "It's not going to rain… soonest."

    Happy thoughts, come on, sky, happy thoughts! Don't start tearing up, please!

    I kept that unconcerned smile on my face. Probably was a mistake. No mirrors, but I was sure I had a grimace, which did not help my case at all.

    We haven't even made it past the front door yet damn it.

    "Umbrella!" I piped up, perhaps a bit more enthusiastically than I would have liked. "Get the one underneath the stairs. Problem solved. Yeah?"

    That solved that, and luckily Ash was in agreement. Saw her face skirt away from the doorway and not a moment later, there sounded her rummaging about in the cupboard under the stairs.

    The next I saw of her was with the front door swung to its fullest, a folded umbrella clutched tightly in her arms and with clothing that was… that was… what the hell…

    That jacket with strands coming loose with many black blotches of singed fabric. I knew. Those jeans, ruined and sliced to tatters. I remembered. The first clothes I've ever given her… clothes that she took with her into the Matriarch's domain. Sad to say, they did not come out of the incident unscathed.

    "You still have that?"

    "Yes…" Ash said, knowing immediately what 'that' referred to. "I have, um… deemed them still fit for use…"

    Fit for use, indeed. I do not recall ever teaching her how to use those dastard strings and needles, yet somehow… most of the damage was restored to a semi-pristine state. The places that were patched up showed signs of a beginner's work. Which means...

    "You, uh… you patched it up yourself?" I asked.

    "Indeed, I did," Ash nodded, her gaze elsewhere. "Mistress Ria had taught me to sew in her spare time."

    I drew my head back. "Mistress Ria?"

    Another nod. "She prefers I address her as such."

    Of course she does.

    "Okay… but…" Up and down my eyes went gazing at her figure. "You sure you don't want to wear anything else?"

    She shook her head, looked at me, and softly muttered. "I like this one."

    That was all she said and that was all I needed to understand. I nodded and started our adventure with a step forward.

    "Let's go then."

    I found that walking was actually a rather underappreciated source of transportation. Sure, it wasn't as fast as others. Sure, it wasn't as efficient than most. Still it offers you something that the rest would rarely allow.

    Time.

    And just what does time give me? Well, it was a great way to gauge Ash's way of thinking. Haven't even left the front porch yet, and already, in little time, she was speaking again.

    "Master... if you insist that these provisions are of utmost significance, then I would not mind tending to the matter myself."

    I do that, then what's the point of this side-quest? Can't tell whether that offer was raised because the sight of me just unnerves her, or if she was just being her kind benevolent self again.

    Perhaps it was a strange mixture of both. But either way…

    "Sorry, Ash. But you're stuck with me for the moment. Rather not have an assortment of cat food again like last time. I'm buying, you're helping. Besides, coupons. Do you know what coupons are?"

    I gave a brief glance behind me, finding Ash with a puzzled frown on her face.

    "Was it… I believe it allows for the upheaval of the existing chain of command. Thus, granting you ownership of both the store and its supplies. Yes?"

    Holy hell, if that's how coupons work… it's no wonder stores don't give them out as much as they did before. Probably got tired of having to relinquish ownership each time.

    "No, Ash… I think… yeah, I think that's a coup d'etat."

    "Oh."

    Oh indeed.

    "I'm guessing coupons and coup d'etat were on the same page in the dictionary?" I asked.

    "I… I believe so."

    I chuckled and turned to the front again. Good talk. I liked that kind of talk. We needed more of those. And to that end, I had a plan.

    Five minutes into the journey and we were out on the sidewalk, striding faster as the clouds got darker. Ash was keeping her distance, however with a solid five feet gap of empty space between us.

    Main objective here was to shorten that gap and I know just the thing.

    "Master?" I hear Ash call out from behind. "Forgive me, but, would a taxi not be preferable in this case?"

    "Why, you wanna ride one again?"

    "Wha - No, no, no! Don't misunderstand me. It was merely a suggestion. I would never… to ask of you for such… after everything… I - "

    "I'm kidding, Ash."

    "Ah…" was her response, leveling back to a state of calm. "I - I see. You… you merely jest. Ahem, yes - well… I knew that."

    Sure you did.

    

    "We could take a taxi, we could," I said, feeling the muscles in my lips curving upwards. "Or we could stay here and wait for something else."

    I stopped walking, and Ash followed suit. With a full-on smile now, I pointed to the object that sat rusting away by the sidelines.

    "Know what this is?" I asked.

    Ash drifted a bemused gaze over to where I was pointing, cautiously inching closer to my side for a better view. It didn't help though, she still looked just as lost as she was prior to coming over.

    "It's… it's a bench?" She tilted her head. "Metal bench, equipped with a cylindrical roof serving as shelter from rainfall?"

    "Know what a bus is?"

    "Bus?"

    "I'll take that as no," Forward I went, taking a seat on the cold hard surface. "Have a seat. You're gonna like this one."

    With a strange blend of confusion and curiosity, Ash waltz on over and took a place at the other end of the bench.

    Still, there was the gap. Damn…

    "Are we... waiting on something?" Ash asked.

    There was a rumble that echoed in the distance, a rumble that kept on creeping closer.

    "Not for long," I said, nudging my chin to the direction of the approaching noise.

    The big metal box with wheels finally made its grand appearance, roaring away towards our position. As expected, the sight and sound of it had Ash immediately rocketing upwards.

    I thought right. A love for cars would mean even greater love for buses and it definitely showed. Don't know what she had against garbage trucks, though...

    Still, wish I could describe in great detail exactly how in awe Ash was at the moment. How the bus screeching to a halt in front us captivated her sight like nothing ever did before. I could start with her lips perhaps, how it opened wide and never closed shut, maybe even how she seemingly forgot how to breathe in the heat of the moment.

    So many words to describe, but nothing I'd say would do it no justice. I wouldn't be able to, seeing her so reinvigorated, so full of wonder once again… I'd fail before I even began.

    But if I could summarize her joy in a few words, there was always the staple feature you look out for.

    For the first time in a long time, her pointed ears twitched energetically, and her eyes glimmered bright.

    For once, I felt that feeling again. Back before everything, back when it was just the two of us. The feeling that everything was a-okay.

    A squeaky hinge swung the door of the bus open, and seeing as Ash was frozen in astonishment, I decided to take the initiative and take the first step into the bus.

    "Coming in?" I asked, unable to suppress the goofy grin on my face.

    Then that's when I saw it, impelled to the surface by ecstasy and wonder, a small smile on her face reciprocating the one on my own.

    "Yes…" She said breathlessly. "Definitely."

    I stretched a hand out and she, to my delight, took it without hesitation.

    Gap closed.

    As the bus rumbled off towards the direction of the city, I couldn't help but share in her happiness.

    How could I not be happy? This was a promising start.

    For once, I thought, everything was definitely going to be alright.

  
    Chapter 49: A Short Bus Ride

    Public transportation.

    To some - the bane of their existence. To the rest - yeah, pretty much the same as the former. Point being the majority of people aren't too keen when it comes to bus rides.

    No one cheers upon the prospect of being chucked into a cramped space brimming with nothing but total strangers. And if you so happen to have motion sickness?

    Heh…  Then may God have mercy on your soul because you and I both know that your stomach most certainly won't.

    But that's enough about its vices, instead, let's talk more about its virtues for it is a rather virtuous vehicle indeed. For instance, I could think of nothing else that could have brought Ash in glee over all that was in sight.

    And if that's not a virtue, then I don't know what is.

    Balls of chewing gums stuck underneath flimsy chairs, rickety handlebars on even more rickety rails… the bus driver's hat. Yeah, each one just kept widening that grin on her face.

    Like a kid-elf in a kid-elf candy store.

    I could tell she was holding herself back. I knew she wanted very much to eye and touch every square-inch of the place, it was only through sheer force of will that she hadn't given in to her temptations, it was only that that kept her dutifully trailing along after me to take our place at the back of the bus.

    Gotta commend her for that.

    Once seated, she still wasn't done vivaciously craning her neck around the place. Frenetically tapping the tip of the umbrella on the ground and having her ears twitch about underneath the hoody was her way of subtly expressing the enthusiasm flowing within her.

    Adding on to it, I made sure she had the window seat so she could ogle with her face mere inches from the glass, her hot breath fogging up her view of the landscapes that passed us by.

    I couldn't help but be reminded once more just how dog-like her demeanor was right then, you stick a fluffy tail right on her and she might as well be.

    "I take it you're impressed?" I asked after giving her some time to settle.

    "Impress?" She said with a short disbelieving chuckle. "I fear there may be no words to describe such a feeling that I hold within me."

    "Take your time, you'll find them."

    Wonders didn't stop there. Everytime the bus screeches to a halt on someone's stop, there Ash's eyes would be, glued to the door slamming open and close.

    Seriously, I wouldn't mind if we just stayed on this bus ride the entire day and night. It was just nice to be back on speaking terms with her again after so many long, long days of uneasy silence and tension.

    Hopefully those days are far behind us now.

    "Fascinating," Ash whispered for the umpteenth time.

    "Just how fascinating can it get?" I responded back for the umpteenth time.

    She wasn't listening though, she was lost in her own world now, speaking as if caught in a trance, "Not even in the wealthiest of regions of Astra would you find a carriage as extravagant and grandiose as this monolith."

    Astra. She mentioned Astra. Oh boy, Astra…

    "What's Astra?" I asked, feigning normalcy in my tone.

    "A province located in the most northeastern side of Nilfa," Ash explained, still very much in high spirits. "Amidst the many kingdoms situated throughout the land of Asteria, Astra is the most prosperous of its kind there is."

    A near-perfect word for word recital taken from the codex entry in-game. It's evident she knew much about it. But she was an Elf, and if there was anything that I took away from my session today, it was definitely the fact that Elves and Astra aren't really a match made in heaven.

    "You've ever been there?" I asked again.

    Ash nodded her head. "Indeed I have. Why, I believe it was mentioned in passing on our first meeting. I had served previously under the late King Ardvair, former ruler of the kingdom of Astra."

    

    "As a servant," I muttered.

    "In… Indeed." She affirmed, a little less energetically. "As a servant."

    Okay, don't need any reminding. I know her past was a touchy subject for her. Won't push any further than I already have. I came this far to get her in a good mood and I'm not gonna let it come crumbling down just for the sake of sating my curiosity, so I simply let it go.

    Thankfully, the conversation seemed to not have affected her as much as I thought it did. Still with a smile, still with eyes sparkling bright, it got to the point where I thought her joyful mood would never cease its spree.

    Until it did.

    Didn't realize it at first. I was too busy meddling in my own thoughts about Astra and whatnot to even notice. But after five minutes of going without another mention of the word 'fascinating', that's when I knew something was amiss.

    When I turned to look at her again, that smile had already faded and the reason for it took me by surprise. Ash was staring away, no longer in awe nor in glee, solemn and quiet was the gaze she had fixated to the front of the bus.

    A little girl holding her mother's hand, baring smiles at each other as wide as could be.

    Significant? To me not so much. I've seen that sight more times than I could count. My mother and sister are quite tight knit.

    Ash, on the other hand, she never broke away, even after they finally took their departure, her gaze followed and continued to linger on the door flaps squeaking shut.

    Sorry, couldn't help myself, this was a bizarreness I couldn't leave unaddressed.

    "Ash?" I softly called out to her. "What's up?"

    She didn't flinch, nor did she give any indication of having heard me. After a while though, she slowly shook her head.

    "Nothing." she replied. "Nothing at all."

    That was most certainly not nothing.

    "Was it the little girl?" I asked. "The mother? Ash, what is it?"

    "She was no mother, Master," said Ash, taking in a deep breath. "In my eyes, I saw sisters."

    "And you could tell just by looking?"

    "I… I merely guessed."

    I saw one scene, she saw another. I guess we only see what we really want to see.

    Say, for example, two sisters as happy as could be in each other's company. If that's what her eyes wanted to see… then that's what she'll see.

    "I'm thinking that was more than just an educated guess," I said, staring at her grim expression. "You have a sister back in Asteria?"

    When she shook her head again, I thought perhaps I might have missed the mark entirely. That I might have been wrong on that front.

    But I wasn't.

    Not from the way the luster had left her eyes. Not from the way her expression had lost its life. I wasn't wrong.

    The soft mutterings that sounded following confirmed to me what I already knew.

    "I had a sister," Ash said.

    Looking back at it, I would really have loved to be dead wrong.

    This side quest just got a whole lot complicated.

  
    Chapter 50: Into The City Streets

    A sister. Ash had a little sister. 'Had' in past tense because she didn't anymore.

    Her name, who she was and what had become of her.

    Questions that teetered at the tip of my tongue that I couldn't bring myself to give voice to because I knew if I did, I'd just spoil the mood even worse than it already had been.

    

    For the rest of the journey towards town, Ash could be seen simply huddled over by the windowpane, staring off into the dreary city streets overcast by the grey, murky skies.

    I asked if she was alright and she assured me that she was. I'd really love to believe that, but… it was hard not to notice that, inch by inch, there was that gap between us again.

    This whole bus thing had backfired on me, and to think, just moments before it was going so well...

    Fortunately for the both of us, there was hope. The thundering clouds in the sky hadn't yet to pour.

    The next stop the bus stopped at was our stop to the shop.

    In the pursuit of her happiness, I was already foiled once. I won't be foiled again.

    I gently tapped her on the shoulder and poor unsuspecting Ash gave a small jump of fright.

    "Wha - ?"

    "This is us," I told her, getting up on my feet while offering my hand out towards her.

    I did my best to look as reassuring as I can be, as welcoming as I could be. All for the sake of having her reach out to me.

    Did it work?

    Err… kinda, I guess.

    Ash blinked once then shifted her eyes over from me to my outstretched hand. I saw her expression, saw her contemplate it, then slowly I saw her hand lift up from the seat.

    Was worried she'd go about changing her mind at the last minute, so I took a chance, met her halfway, and grabbed hold of hers instead, gripping it firm.

    Surprised? Of course she was but she didn't try to pull away. That was good.

    Okay, out of context, that sounded creepy, but I digress.

    "Let's go, shall we?" I proclaimed with fervor.

    "Yes…" she answered back with fervor but not as much.

    With newfound determination, I guided us to the nearest exit, waited for the door to flap open wide, thanked the bus driver for his generosity, then, finally, there we were once more atop solid ground, watching by the sidelines as the bus roared away, shrinking into the distance in a smog of black.

    It's been quite a long time since I've subjected myself to the hustle and bustle of city life. Good to know that even as my life kept going all topsy turvy upside down Australia-style, I could always count on the concrete jungle to keep me rooted to reality.

    Now, the last time I was here, I died. So let's just pray that lightning doesn't strike twice.

    And then lightning flashed the sky. Wow, Zeus… you have a way with timing. You trying to tell me something? Well, hold your bolts. I'm not listening. I got a goal to accomplish here, ominous signs be damned.

    "Now," I clapped my hands together. "Let's be on our way."

    A nail salon at the front, a pub to the side. I know where we were. From here, it was basically a straight line towards the east before we reached the little treasure trove we call a grocery store.

    Naturally, I began heading west with a spring in my step.

    "Master? Where are you headed off to?"

    That was quick. Didn't even make it three steps before I stopped by an inquiry.

    Thankfully, I already had an answer at the ready in the form of a forefinger pointed directly at the empty sidewalk that lied before me.

    An answer that only brought about an even greater bout of confusion. Ash furrowed her brow.

    "Forgive me if I'm mistaken… but as I recall, the store in question resides to the east of here, does it not?"

    "True," I said. "But I figured a little walk along the city is just what my body needed after being cooped up in that house for so long."

    "A walk? Is… is that wise?" said Ash, with a concerned gaze soaring upwards.

    "Not really," I said. "But I figure it wouldn't hurt much."

    "I… I suppose so," Ash responded. "Where do you have in mind, exactly?"

    "Anywhere, really. I'm not fickle on the destination. Uh, you won't mind, right?"

    Casual was good. Casual was best. Talk to her as you would any other time, and eventually it'll become the norm once more. Or at least… that's how my theory goes. It sounded like a viable strategy when I was formulating it in my head.

    In practice though?

    Judging from the way she gripped the handle of the umbrella tight, to the way that 'No, I wouldn't,' sounded with an indecisive tone in her voice. It's safe to say that the answer to that question remains an inconclusive one.

    It's fine. We have an entire city ahead of us to arrive at a conclusion.

    "Let's go," I said.

    And with that, off we went to indulge in my whimsical whims, taking a little stroll around the block, just the two of us.

    Would have loved for it to simply remain as that. Just two people, walking, talking, enjoying themselves in one another's company without any extra baggage hindering them down.

    Oddly enough, reality remained as bitter and cold as the weather… life was all about hindrance, sadly.

    Block to block, side by side, an invisible barrier remained standing between us, and while I was all for tearing it down and smashing it gone, Ash on the other hand, didn't really seem to mind it.

    Quiet brooding on a downcast expression. It wasn't hard to guess what exactly was keeping her thoughts wallowing in gloom. After all, it was also keeping mine.

    Ash's sister was a wild card I never expected to be put up against with. One look towards those siblings in the bus was enough to send her mood nose diving into the deepest depths of despair.

    Just what the hell happened there?

    Quick glances, not for more than a second, I kept giving towards her. Each glance just kept building up that urge, the urge to know, the urge to ask.

    Can you tell me more about her, Ash? Can you? Will you?

    You can't. You won't. I knew that. I respected that. But how can I ever understand you if I don't know you?

    Your story was something you don't want me to know, but the thing you don't know is that in time I'll still know. It was inevitable. Asteria will tell your story for me. Your past, your present, your future. Eventually I'll know every single thing about you. Even your sister.

    I don't want that though. Not one bit. To me, it was not Asteria's story to tell, not its secrets to give out. It was yours and yours alone. I wanted you tell me, not some stupid game.

    Then again… it isn't all you, is it now? I'm to blame too. You aren't telling because I wasn't asking. And I didn't want to risk asking either.

    So really, I suppose we both have our own things we're too reluctant to speak out loud. Which is a shame, because I needed… I wanted to understand you more than ever right now.

    "You still fine with walking a bit more?" wasn't the question I really wanted to say.

    "I suppose," wasn't the answer she really wanted to give.

    Regardless of what we wanted, we kept on walking anyway.

    This plan wasn't working out as well as I thought...

    This flimsy facade of normalcy is wearing me down to the bone. I wasn't sure how long I could continue wearing it for. Was holding out for the hope that I would be able to come up with something that can help take our minds off things.

    That was the plan I had with this walk.

    But… she wasn't throwing glances at cars, she ignored every single fascinating building that we came across, seriously, she didn't even bat an eye at the garbage truck that had whizzed past us.

    Her intrigue and curiosity of the modern world were all I had to capitalize on, and now I didn't even have that anymore.

    Was there anything I could do?

    Yes, as it turns out. Yes, there was.

    Apparently I was thinking too hard, too much, that I had actually failed to notice that I had kicked a folded tin can off the curb of the sidewalk. It wasn't until I heard the clang of aluminum hitting concrete did I get snapped into a very sudden realization.

    Realization being - this was a very familiar sidewalk.

    A garbage truck passed us, did it? Yeah, turns out that wasn't just a convenient coincidence.

    Stopped dead in my tracks and looked off to the side, all the while feeling as if a savior had come down from high above to aid me in my plight. Really, who could have guessed that a dark and rundown alleyway could become a bastion of hope for the both us? I certainly didn't.

    "Hey Ash," I called out to her, unable to contain my amusement. "Home sweet home, huh?"

    Memories. A trip down memory lane was good too. In this case, it was more like memory alley, really.

    Ash finally lifted her eyes up from the ground, slowly trailing along to the direction where my gaze was set.

    At first - nothing. She stood there in silence, blinking once, twice, not uttering a single word. Then it finally struck her, and it's as if you could pinpoint exactly the moment when it did - with one more slow painful blink of the eyes.

    She was grimacing.

    "It's not… oh… oh no," She mumbled, shaking her head in the face of the bright green dumpster that fronted her. "I don't relish this moment in the slightest."

    I smirked. "Come on, there's no shame in it. People have been down in the dumps before, well I guess the only difference being, they didn't really take it as literal as you have."

    "Well, I'm elated to know that my past self's naivety brings you so much amusement." Ash deadpanned.

    "Come on, you think it's funny too, admit it."

    "Not… not particularly, no," A pause. "Okay perhaps, maybe slightly, yes…"

    "Mmm-hmm."

    "It was… I had good intentions. Master, surely you must know."

    "Yes, but of course." I nodded profoundly. "Garbage trucks are but a plague blighting the world! Rid the world of garbage disposal, and it'll be a perfect world indeed. I think a wise man said that once."

    "Now you mock me," Ash said with a slight pout.

    "I would never!" I said, feigning shock.

    "You did it again."

    "No!" I said again with the same breathless voice.

    Okay, that was as far as I could take it. I bursted into laughter. Smiling so wide my cheeks hurt.

    I faked many things today, my smiles, my words… so many things. But laughter like that was not something you could force. It was sincere… genuine.

    And perhaps that, if nothing else, was what finally made her laugh alongside me. It was brief, quiet, but it was there, veiled underneath her hoodie and long locks of hair - a small chuckle.

    When things were calm again, Ash took a deep breath and stared at the dumpster once more, shaking her head with a sigh. "Really, If I had known sooner what it's intended purpose actually was for - "

    "Then I never would have met you," I finished for her, smiling. "Simple as that."

    A twitch at the corner of her lips. "Yes…" she said quietly, "Yes, I suppose I was better off not knowing then."

    "Couldn't agree with you more."

    Yeah, memories were indeed good. It's about high time we made more of them.

    I mean after all, it still hadn't rained.

  
    Chapter 51: Meow

    Things were okay. Things weren't as good as they could be - we weren't as good as we could be… but it's fine, I can settle for okay.

    Reserved over depressed. Quiet instead of silent. An Ash that looked at me as opposed to one that didn't.

    In short, Ash was okay. Not great, not good even, she was just okay.

    Memories helped but it didn't cure completely, and it'd be stupid to expect it to. Still, it was nice to walk alongside her and no longer feel as if the great barrier reef itself separated us both.

    No great barrier, yes. But there was still a barrier. Again, I don't mind because it was merely an okay barrier. And like I mentioned before, I can settle for okay.

    Lightning flashed the sky. A deafening boom followed. Time's nearly up, it seems.

    "Master… luck has been kind to us so far," Ash said, her eyes looking towards the darkening clouds. "But let us not tempt fate for any longer, for I fear that our luck may be turning."

    "I think so too," I said, noticing a sudden surge in umbrella usage among the denizens of city life. "Store… store… we turn left here?"

    "I believe so…"

    Such confidence in her knowledge of the city. Evidently, she was far from the Elf she used to be. Modern life had mellowed her out a bit.

    I remembered how every street corner would be confronted with the utmost amount of vigilance, like really, what's more likely? That the laugh we heard around the corner just now belonged to a psychotic witch, or a gaggle of giggling schoolgirls?

    She'd spun around first, her arms raised for the fight of a lifetime, only to then immediately lower them every single time.

    Gaggle of schoolgirls always wins.

    Fast forward to the present, and here we were once more, turning to a corner, hearing derisive laughter, and yet nothing. No precautionary steps taken, no swords being drawn, we just continued walking along.

    Why?

    Because gaggle of schoolgirls continues to prevail. You go girls.

    Still, can't help but miss the Elf who thought of planes as dragons. Good times. Embarrassing times, but good times nonetheless.

    Many changes were made during our days spent. She could read now. Make herself a mean bowl of cereal if she wanted to. Heck, apparently she could sew too. Yeah... many significant changes, alright.

    It's got me thinking… What else could change in the coming days?

    Could she? Could we? And in what way?

    Hell, who's to say we haven't already?

    Old me wouldn't have hesitated. Old me would have taken days not weeks. Where was the me that could so easily find the words to say? Was he even still there?

    We'll finish getting groceries, we'll go home, and everything will be okay. But would my old self really settle for things just being okay? Or would he have strived for more?

    Let's find out…

    "Hey Ash?"

    "Hmm?"

    We both turned to each other, stared at each other, and then… deep breath.

    "I…"

    I what? I don't blame you? I think we should talk? I want to go back to how things were again?

    "I'm sorry about your sister."

    Ash smiled… it was a sad smile, an appreciative smile. "Thank you."

    "Is there anything I can do for you?"

    "Yes," Ash said. "Spare me any more words of comfort that you have to offer. I do not deserve them."

    "I think you do."

    "Because you're kind. You shouldn't be. Not to me."

    "Why?"

    "You forget," Ash said. "I am but a servant… treat me as such."

    "You… do you really want that?"

    She chuckled. "You forget again, Master. I do not get to want, remember?"

    I hated it. I hated this conversation. I hated everything it stood for. I talked about change, about how she had changed, but now I see that things haven't actually changed, not really.

    It didn't matter how many things have changed, because some things just stay the same.

    She was still my Servant and I was still her Master.

    To her, that was just an irrefutable fact. Damn it, Asteria...

    "Can I at least try to make you feel better?" I asked.

    Ash sighed. "Haven't you done so already?"

    So she noticed. I mean, to be fair, it was hard not to. Bus rides, eager smiles, light conversations… even this walk. As Ash said long before, I was a terrible liar.

    "Did it work at least?"

    When she spoke again, she looked at me with light in her eyes. Never, I thought, never have I seen a more genuine display of sincerity in my life.

    "Why, yes indeed," She nodded. She smiled. "To my utter dismay, it has. Why, exploiting my intrigue for your world's machines… mortifying me with my blunders of the past… my weaknesses out in the open, and you exploited it. How very devious of you."

    "Guilty as charged," I said, raising my hands out in front of me. "But… you know… whatever it takes, right?"

    "Indeed," Ash said. "So please, I ask, I implore�� do no more. Act no more. Such gestures are wasted on the likes of me. Leave me as is, treat me as is - as a servant and nothing more."

    She asked, she implored, but she still hasn't said it…

    "Is that really, truly, what you want, Ash?"

    Say no. Please say no. Don't consider it, why are you considering, stop with the contemplating… I don't want that smile. I don't want -

    "Yes," she said. "That's… that's what I want."

    Things were not okay. Things weren't as okay as they could be - we weren't as okay as we could be… it's not fine, I can't settle for this okay.

    But Ash wanted me to. So I have no choice but to be okay with it, don't I?

    Don't I?

    "One more," I said.

    Ash turned, frowning. "Pardon?"

    "Give me one more chance to be kind," I explained. "After that, if you still want to be treated… however you wanted to be treated, I'll try and go along with it."

    "I… I suppose we - but," She glanced upwards. "I worry for the rain."

    I worry for you.

    "The rain can wait," I said, grabbing hold of her hand.  "We go now."

    I took our feet off the predetermined concrete-paved path and branched away into the coarse uncharted gravel street to the side, striding in pace, with Ash trailing along, hand in hand.

    "Master, just where are we headed?" asked a bewildered Ash. "What are your intentions now?"

    I glanced at her, and I smiled. "Neplims."

    "Neplims?"

    "Yeah, Neplims." My smile grew wider. "Nep-neps, neppies. Neplims. Those you surely must know of, right?"

    "Y-yes," stuttered Ash. "But those are… they're wondrous, creatures of myth. Their very existence is the stuff of legends. Why, only a few can claim to have ever laid eyes upon one! They're nearly unheard of… their presence unmatched - They... they are - "

    "They're cats," I said.

    Ash blinked. "Cats?"

    "Here on Earth, we call them cats. I'm personally more of a dog person myself but… yeah, cats are nice too."

    "Neplims… Neplims exist? Here? At this very moment in time?"

    "Oh yeah, by the motherload," I said. "Too many to even count."

    Faintly I could hear Ash's breath start to falter. "By the Gods…"

    Yeah, okay, I am such a goddamn genius of having thought of this. What a stroke of ingenuity. Before I was utilizing the many offerings of the modern world to try and captivate her… when really I should have been using the offerings in hers.

    Thank you Asteria for the information.

    "Master, wait," Ash furrowed her brow. "Are you too aware of the effects of the Neplim? The effects they have... on the people of my world?"

    "Yeah, yeah I do."

    "How is it you know? I don't believe I have ever mentioned this to you."

    

    Oh. Well…

    "Magical box of information, remember?" I said, drawing out the phone in my pants pocket with a flourish. "Everything I need to know, all right here."

    "I see..."

    "So do you wanna see the Neplim or not?"

    Indecision, indecision. To say yes, is to accept my kindness. To say no, is to miss the sight of a mythical creature of fantasy. Ash heavily considered her options with the most conflicted look on her face.

    "Oh, how you tempt me indeed, Master," she said, shaking her head, but smiling. "I suppose… I suppose a glance wouldn't hurt."

    Y'know judging by how my party members reacted to the sight of one, and how Ash was reacting now… perhaps the Egyptians were on to something here.

    "Besides," continued Ash quietly. "This would be a good opportunity to confirm if the claims are true. For my sake..."

    "You can pet them too."

    "Oh Gods… give me strength."

    "Don't worry, I'll hold you steady."

    Yep those Egypt folks got it right. Hail to the cats, baby.

  
    Chapter 52: Two Of Them?

    The Neplims.

    One of the Four Great Ones that watches over the realm of Asteria. They are considered to be an omen of good fortune and health. Monikers aplenty have been bestowed upon these mythical beings of heaven's creation throughout the span of centuries worth of rare sightings.

    Twilight's Angels. Fabled Creatures Of Dusk. Moonlight Divines.

    And also Meow-Meows… as my three-year-old cousin so eloquently puts it.

    I remembered having encountered some in-game, not knowing of its significance, and was understandably baffled as to why my companions suddenly started breaking down into tears, praising be to the Gods above for blessing our party.

    When I looked it up, apparently it was a random event. A 0.01% chance for it to occur in one's playthrough.

    So lucky me, I guess.

    Even luckier me, Earth was packed with enough of those fellas to dedicate an entire planet to them to run and colonize.

    But who am I kidding, they already rule over this one, am I right? Accursed creatures of fluff and their adorable subjugating ways. I curse thee!

    No actually, I bless thee, I thank thee, even.

    Not only have you reinvigorated this poor weary soul of mine, but you've also roused awake this despondent maiden's spirit by the mention of your name alone.

    Moral of the story - relationship trouble? Get a cat.

    Anyway, our little venture to find the aforementioned creature of extreme fluff had us walking along routes less traveled, ditching away with the gravelly roads and concrete sidewalks, and into the tresses and curls of mother nature's finest greenery.

    In layman's terms… as Ash muttered out loud, "You people refer to these places as 'parks', yes?"

    "Central Park more specifically," I replied.

    Ash's eyes were wide and searching. Through tall grass, atop trees, into bushes, not a single patch of the land going overlooked.

    

    "From hearsay, the Neplims tend to inhabit regions untainted by acts of evil. Those rare few places left unsullied by the sins of man."

    Again, yeah… heard that all before. That brain of hers was like a portable codex or something.

    "You're going to be hard-pressed to find places like those left in this world, I'll tell you that much," I said.

    Ash stopped and turned towards me, looking absolutely crestfallen. "Then… our coming here… all in vain?"

    Such despair in her tone, I couldn't help but be a little amused by it.

    "I wouldn't say that," I assured her, waltzing over to a nearby bench and taking a seat. "Watch, see how I attract a litter of Neplims with this one weird trick! Asterians hate me for it."

    "You've met with other Asterians?"

    "Figure of speech," I waved my hand away. "Anyway, you wanna see it in action?"

    Ash nodded her head vigorously. "By all means."

    I readied myself. There I was, a simple man atop a rickety bench, a sight as mundane as any other. Harboring beneath it all though, instead told a tale of sheer focus, commitment, and will.

    So grandiose and extravagant, but really all I did was take in a breath and started clicking my tongue repeatedly while clapping my hands to the rhythm of my lips.

    I learned this little trick way back when, long before I met Ash. See, when I was down in the dumps, out of luck, often I would find myself wandering about the park devoid of all purpose in life.

    It was during one of those meaningless strolls, that I happened upon two cats I dubbed Mr. Black and Mrs. White, a lovey-dovey couple that grazed my saddened and depressed self with their reassurance and comfort.

    And by that reassurance and comfort, I just mean that they simply brushed their soft fur against my legs. Such a simple gesture, but nevertheless it was enough to pull me out of my misery and become the dazzling ray of sunshine that I am once more.

    Of course, that could have just been them pestering me for something to eat, but I can take it whatever way I want. Don't ruin my dreams, please.

    I haven't visited them in a while. Well, if we take into consideration recent events as of late, then that hardly comes as a surprise really.

    Despite it, I can always guarantee that no matter how long we may have been apart, just a simple click of the tongue and the clap of the hands, and they'll always be there to heed my call.

    They had call signs, and I always know to look out for them. For example, the one right then, right across from us.

    A ruffling in some nearby shrubbery.

    "There they are," I said.

    No sooner had the words left my lips, than a white blur of fur had darted past Ash's ankles and made a beeline to my direction, lunging and landing directly onto my welcoming lap.

    "Why hello there," I said, responding back to Mrs. White's grand entrance. "Where's the husband, m'lady? Got a divorce already?"

    Speaking to the contrary, Mr. Black meowed from below, wrapping his long bushy tail around my legs.

    "Oh, there you are," I said, looking down and beaming at the patch of black. My bad, Black. Never should have doubted you."

    Pet. Pet. Pet. Headpats everywhere to everyone. There's a reason why we have two hands, after all. No offense to… uh… to those who don't, but hey, if you still have one, then head pat away.

    It was a delightfully simple scene, indeed, so simple in fact, that I can sum it all up in five words.

    Furs, purrs, meows, and wows.

    The last part was Ash, staring away from a distance, awestruck beyond belief. I could have presented her with a Lamborghini, Ferrari, or whatnot and I doubt that any could have produced the same level of wonder as these little balls of fur had instilled onto her state of mind.

    Then that awestruck and wonder gradually dispersed, a total inverse of emotion, like a flip of a switch.

    I have seen her speechless before… but I have never seen her like... well… utterly appalled.

    It was as if she was looking upon a deity itself which… to be fair, she kinda was. Still, I highly doubt stumbling backward in place, while clasping a hand onto your lips, wide-eyed in horror was the proper reaction to a soft meow going your way.

    Unless, you got a severe allergy, of course. In which case, run for the hills man.

    "You okay, Ash?" I asked, holding the cats by my side.

    "No… I - I assure you," Ash shook her head, swallowing hard. "I most certainly am not."

    Now I'm confused. "A while ago, you were so excited. I thought you wanted to see the Neplims?"

    "And so I did," She said. "Eagerly to seek an answer. Solely for that. Now I… I have my answer."

    "An Answer? Answer to what?"

  
    Chapter 53: A Cat's Judgement

    "Master… I thought you mentioned - were you not aware after all?"

    "Aware of what?"

    I thought back to what I've read, to what I've seen. Neplims… Neplims... guardians of the realm, omen of fortune and health, extremely rare creatures, and affectionate when approached. I remembered my party spending a good ten minutes doing nothing but stroking their fuzzy coats, all with tears glistening in their eyes.

    Which is it among those descriptors could warrant such a show of apprehension? I honestly don't get it.

    "They aren't going to hurt you, Ash."

    "Master, Neplims are… they... " She tried shifting her gaze onto one of them and instead shuddered at the sight. "They are beings of extreme divinity, purity, kindness… goodness..."

    "Niceness?"

    "Master, I do not jest," said Ash quietly, her expression painfully strained.

    I heard the thunder rumble, the wind whistle, and the leaves rustle. The sky as grey as could be. No jesting… got it.

    "Sorry."

    Another pained face. No apologies either. Ash didn't like those.

    "Neplims brim benevolence," She continued. "As such, they can sense it in others too. The innate goodness in all beings, it's what draws them to others… it's what draws them to you."

    Affirming her claims, were Mr. Black and Mrs. White on either side of me, curled in a ball, peacefully in slumber.

    "Cat things," I told her. "It's normal for cats. They trust you, they come to you. I'm sure even in Asteria they - "

    "They do not," Ash interjected. "Not for all."

    I found that hard to believe. My party members were a diverse cast of hooligans and outcast. I had an Orc with me. A big, burly orc with an even bigger reputation. People know to flee at the very sight of him.

    If a cat could climb atop his shoulder and rubbed its face against his…

    "Who's the exception, then?" I asked. "You?"

    "They can sense the good in others," Ash muttered. "Likewise, for the impure and evil… they can sense that too."

    Oh no… I didn't like how she said that, I didn't like how she could even imply of such a thing.

    "Don't tell me you really think that. Ash, don't. That's just being silly."

    Ash shook her head. "I don't have to think anything, Master. They already know."

    "You're not evil, Ash," I said. "You think you are? Why? Because the other races hate your kind? That's - it's not… Ash, that doesn't make you evil! It just makes them blind! They wanna see what they wanna see, let them. Just don't go looking to where they look and accepting that's the way things are, because it isn't. You aren't… a bad person."

    I tried my best there. Mustering all I had, stressing all I had, trying to assure her of the fact. I would have gone on and on rambling to eternity and beyond if it meant convincing her, if only just a smidgen slight.

    There was a smile on her face after hearing what I had to say. It wasn't a nice smile though.

    'I like to believe that I'm not," She said. "I try my utmost not to be, but Master, it's imperative that you understand that the animosity against my kind is not unwarranted. Everything has a reason for being… even hatred."

    "Hatred's unfounded."

    "No, it isn't."

    "Why? Because the cats here deemed it so? How can they even prove that?"

    "They already have, Master," Ash lowered her gaze. "At first sight."

    I thought I knew how this would all play out. I thought I had all this planned. I saw those cats bring joy and laughter to my members, and I thought I could do the same for Ash.

    It was definitely going that way up until this point… how did things go so awry?

    'First sight?" I asked.

    "The Neplims are capable of eliciting an emotional response out of those fortunate enough to have sighted them," Ash explained. "Most... those inherently good… would be overcome by tears, as the purity deep within them start to overwhelm themselves. They'll feel blessed, grateful… and happy. Just by sight alone."

    That… that actually makes sense. My party members being reduced to a sobbing mess… now it makes sense.

    Those inherently good would feel good. It made sense, but I didn't want to, because then I'd have to believe that the exact opposite is true too.

    "And you?" I said, nudging over to Mrs. White laying by my side. "When you see them now… right here, what are you feeling?"

    A short stare, a fleeting stare, before she broke away.

    "Shame," muttered Ash. "Only shame."

    "Ash, don't - you only feel that way because you want to - "

    "Master…" Ash interrupted, her voice heavy and worn. "You believe... shame is what I really desire to feel?"

    "Of course not, Ash. I just - "

    

    I was becoming desperate, impulsive, even I was aware of it. I just wanted to prove her wrong, make her understand that she was more than she claimed to be…

    These cats aren't Neplims anyway, they're just cats! Maybe I can get her to understand that. Neplims might be god-like in her world, but here on this normal mundane planet their just normal mundane cats.

    Right?

    Eshwlyn came to mind. Eshwlyn, with her sword gleaming red, her twisted lips baring wide.

    "Pet one," I said, placing Mrs. White, the friendlier of the two, onto the ground in front of Ash. "We'll see for sure this way."

    "Master, I don't think - "

    "Just indulge me," I pleaded. "If she lets you pet her… then yeah, you're wrong, and you're not bad… you're just… misinformed."

    Ash, with uncertainty in her gaze, stared silently at Mrs. White, who had begun sniffing the chilly air with eyes every curious.

    "And if I'm right?" She asked.

    I simply nudged my head forward. "Pet the cat, Ash."

    She complied. Reluctantly, hesitantly complied. Bending down, leveling with Mrs. White. Just like Ash's, Mrs. White's ears had perked upwards in attention, sensing the presence of another nearby and slowly inched her way towards Ash.

    It was almost a mirror reflection. Both had white hair, both had glistening emerald eyes, and both came to me at my time of desperate need. There was never a more likely match for one another than the two of them across from each other.

    I wanted so much to be right.

    Was I?

    Ash stretched out her hand and Mrs. White crept closer. Will she be accepted? Would she feel accepted? Barely there, fingertips barely grazing at her fur… one more step, and then -

    A shriek. A swipe. The sudden show of aggression baring her fangs wide.

    I didn't want to believe it. Then it happened again.

    Mr. Black beside me hollered and yowled, his sharp claws extending from his paws, his pupils forming into narrow slits.

    What the hell…

    "There's your answer," Ash said, standing back up, her gaze averted to the ground. "As is mine…"

    "Cats… they… y'know, they don't," I sputtered. I kept sputtering. "Sometimes they don't trust people and they just - "

    "You claimed they do."

    "I was just generalizing," I said, springing off from the bench. "It's… argh, it's just complicated, alright?"

    "Not really," She said. "I am what I am and what I am is far from just. Asteria's hatred for my kind is not unfounded."

    I shook my head. "Asteria isn't…"

    Asteria isn't what? Isn't real? She doesn't know that. She doesn't need to know that.

    "You aren't in Asteria."

    "Perhaps not," A sigh. "Still, it does change what I am."

    'You can't believe - "

    "Kindness. Kindness again," she muttered. "The same kindness that had sheltered me, the same kindness that had clothed me. The same kindness… that ultimately had led us here."

    "I was trying to help."

    Ash smiled sadly. "And you have."

    "Not like this, come on."

    "My eagerness to meet the Neplims was not simply prompted by wonder alone. Surely you must have known that by now. I had a reason… a question, a question I longed for resolution for years and years now, a question that only they hold the answer to. An answer I so desperately sought out, and I found it. Thanks to you."

    A light drizzle pouring down at our feet. The rain had finally come.

    "You don't want that answer," I said, still fighting, still trying.

    "Want?" A chuckle, a shake of the head. Ash clicked open the umbrella and raised it up high. "Master… a servant does not want, remember?"

    The thunder rumbled. The sky cried. How could this get any worse than it already has?

    "And you," Ash continued, leading us away to the park's exit. "You finally have a justified reason to be afraid."

    That caught me off guard. That had me turning towards her. That, I breathlessly inquired, "You think I'm afraid of you?"

    Ash continued to walk. The rain continued to pour. Everything continued to get even worse.

    "Master, sometimes… you mutter in your sleep."

  
    Chapter 54: An Unfamiliar Face

    When you try your best but you don't succeed.

    It's a pretty frustrating feeling, no doubt about it. It's demotivating, it's demoralizing, it's... some other word that also has a 'de' in it. Yeah, it's also that.

    Point being, nobody goes out into the world, giving it their all, hoping they'd stumble and fall. Nobody wants to fall… nobody wants to fail.

    The thing was, though... I was already used to falling, to failing. Failure was like an old friend I'd stumble into a bar with. We'd laugh, we'd cried, we'd talk then eventually I'd say to him that I had enough to drink, that I needed to go, and then like he always does, he'll just keep urging me on to continue.

    Y'know, just one more drink, my man, just one more swig... one more failure.

    He wasn't a very good friend.

    We left the park no better than we were before we entered it, bidding farewell to the fellows Black and White, and joined again with the drivel of the civilized streets.

    Our legs sloshed about the flooded city sidewalk, rippling small tides across the shimmering puddles.

    Murky dark puddles that reflected back murky dark expressions.

    So I talk in my sleep. Why on earth hasn't Adalia ever mentioned this tiny little quirk of mine to me before? She was always watching me, could have done with that info before I waltz right into that landmine that Ash had planted in front of me.

    I wanted to address it, talk about it, but I just… y'know… everything has backfired on me so far… I just didn't want any more gunpowder in my face.

    Can't take it back now, what's done is done. What's failed has failed.

    If there was any reassurance I could take away from this - any silver lining in the pouring clouds, well it was probably the fact that no matter how badly you do it, you can never screw up grocery shopping.

    Did I jinx it by mentioning that? Hell, was there even anything left to jinx?

    Grocery shopping was never the point of this entire venture. Really, I could hardly care about some few missing cans of tuna and sardines. I'm sure we can go a few days without eggs, some water instead of juice.

    Seriously, I didn't even want to be out here anymore. I just wanted to go home.

    Still, there we were, our face reflected back on the frosted glass panels of the automatic sliding doors. Still, we clasped close our umbrella and dried ourselves off at the entrance. Still, we drew out a shopping cart and began wheeling into the narrow aisles that never seem to have an end.

    Grocery shopping with an Elf by your side usually was a prospect I could get by no problem. It seemed like a good time, in fact.

    Funnily enough, I was not having a good time. I don't think either of us was and it showed. Aisle after aisle, Ash kept turning back at me every chance she got, letting concern plaster her face before finally deciding to voice it out after a long bout of silence.

    "I've upset you," she said.

    "No." That was all I was able to say. I was too busy looking at the list. Too busy looking away.

    "Yes, I have."

    "I'm not upset, Ash."

    A haphazard toss of some cooking oil into the cart, I let it land with a heavy rattle that shook the cart in place. Ash saw this, and Ash silently nodded her head.

    "Okay, maybe I am a little annoyed," I said, turning ourselves sideways into the next aisle. "For you. Why wouldn't I be? After everything? Somebody should be upset. Somebody should be angry. The question is - why aren't you?"

    "There's nothing to be upset about," She said plainly. "I've come to terms with it."

    I didn't even bother checking the list anymore, I just started chucking things in that seemed vaguely like something we needed.

    "I don't believe that," I muttered.

    Ash noticed the negligence, the carelessness, and swiped the list from my hands, taking it upon herself to go around picking up what I've been putting down and placing them back on the shelves.

    "I know."

    Didn't even know where I was even going anymore, I had lost all sense of direction. Kept walking and walking, stumbling into departments of the store that had nothing do with food or supplies.

    I was like a runaway train with its brake flung out the compartment window. I didn't think I would have stopped if Ash hadn't intervened, and by then, we've already wandered so far into the place, we've actually ended up at the ladies section.

    I admit it was a little bewildering to look up from the ground only to find a mannequin staring back at you, wearing the most revealing piece of lingerie ever, striking a very seductive pose.

    Perfume in the air… been smelling that for a while… should have probably taken that as an indicator. Now, I got me some damsels young and old, passing us by, casting weird looks directed at me, judging my dignity for all that it was worth.

    Great.

    "We have strayed far from our original course, it seems," muttered Ash, peering a curious eye at the undergarments and stockings that surrounded us all around.

    "Yeah," I said, sighing. "Yeah we have."

    

    Wasn't exactly referring to getting lost and judging by Ash's strained glance my way, I think she knew that too.

    "Perhaps I should take the helm from here, Master," She said, taking a hold on the trolley. "You've… you seem weary, perhaps a little rest?"

    There was a little cushion seat nearby plopped against a wall, probably where the boyfriends and husbands go as wives and girlfriends ran wild with their spree.

    That was also where Ash was pointing me to, smiling a comforting smile, doing her best to assure me.

    I was the one who was supposed to do the assuring.

    She had a list, she had a cart, and she had a duty. Who was I to try and get in the way of that?

    "Okay," I said, begrudgingly nodding my head. "You'll be fine?"

    "I always am," She said, still with a smile.

    It wasn't the shopping she was referring to. I gave her a look saying that I knew what she meant.

    I just didn't believe her.

    Off she went, wheeling off into the distance to finish up the rest of things on the list, while I sat there leaning against the bright white wall, feeling as miserable as I could be.

    Honestly, I have no idea how to approach Ash anymore. What exactly was the problem here? She looked fine, she claimed to be fine, so what was this? Why was this uneasy feeling still here?

    Now she's worried for my sake, like - I'm worrying about you! You don't have time to be worrying about me, worry about yourself!

    It's a never-ending ping pong match is what it is.

    Oh man, Ria… this rock on the bridge? I tried to scale it, I tried to tip it over, all to no avail. I have no idea how to get past it.

    "You're here?" spoke a voice towering from above me. "What, living with two girls just wasn't frisky enough for you?

    It was a heavily muffled voice, barely even intelligible just from how subdued and stifled it was. It sounded as if it was coming from a gas filter, and when I looked it up… I was surprised to see that I was actually not that far off.

    A masked individual. A hooded individual. Standing in front with arms crossed.

    From first glance, I thought I just encountered a burglar or something. Seriously, a bulky jacket and baggy jeans combined with that mask and heavily-tinted sunglasses?

    You're probably on some watchlist, my guy. More importantly…

    "I'm sorry, do I know you?"

    I heard a scoff from underneath that thick mask. "I certainly hope so."

    Frowning, a little confused, a little taken aback, I didn't really know what to make of this shifty dude.

    Then, shifty dude leaned ever so slightly forward towards me, and all was crystal clear.

    "Oh!" I gasped, shrinking back as far as I could without bashing my head against the wall.

    Why? Well because this individual smelled absolutely fresh. So fresh in fact, that I had to muster all sense of self-control I had to not immediately jump said individual right there and then.

    "Oh-ho!" I continued gasping, blinking back the perverted ideas that had suddenly cropped up in my depraved thoughts, collecting myself enough to properly greet the seductive hooded figure standing in front of me. "Nice to meet you too, Irene."

    "Hi."

    Baggy jeans, thick wooly jacket… yeah I understand why she was wearing those now. I'm sweating here, for real.

    "What are you doing here?" I asked, wishing so desperately that I was also wearing baggy pants right then.

    "Shopping," she answered. "You?"

    "Shopping." I gasped again, taking another moment to assess her fashion sense. "I take it you're still very red underneath all that?"

    "Wow, you must be a detective or something."

    "No, just a really sensitive nose, unfortunately... should you really be out like this the way you are?"

    "I took precautions."

    I did a double take. "This is precaution?"

    "I ran out of food, alright?" She said, the exasperation in her voice dampened by the mask on her face. "You expect me to starve in my home? I don't grow my own food, and I'm desperate for something to eat."

    "Evidently…" I nodded my head. "And the ever-tantalizing succubus is lounging about in the lingerie section because…?"

    "Perfume," she said, pointing to a small basket she had by her feet. "I forgot the brand, but I know there was one that helps nullify the smell somewhat."

    Held my breath, and leaned over for a peek. There, strewn among a big pile of foodstuffs, were small glass vials in different shapes and sizes. It was such a glaring disparity seeing such elegantly-made bottles being squished alongside chocolate bars, instant-noodles cups and potato chips, that I couldn't help but let out a chuckle at the sight of it.

    "How's that working out for you?"

    Somehow I could sense that she was rolling her eyes underneath those spy-glasses of hers. "Don't patronize me. I'm already not having a good time as it is."

    Another chuckle from me. Not as cheerful this time though. "Join the club, sister."

    "Is it the Elf?"

    "Wow, you must be a detective or something."

    Irene tilted her head and placed a hand on her hips. "What'd you do?"

    The way she said that - like a mom inquiring of her unruly son's bad deeds. I didn't even do anything bad, so why do I feel so ashamed hearing her say it like that?

    "She was feeling down, keeping to herself all the time," I explained, flailing my hands around for no real reason at all. "I brought her to see some cats…"

    "Oh." That 'Oh'. So simple yet so profound. A syllable that needed no other explanation. "Neplims."

    Irene shook her head. "You idiot."

    "Yeah, like I was supposed to know," I snapped back at her. "But yeah, you're right, I'm an idiot."

    A defeated sigh brought me wallowing back in self-pity and despair, ready to resign myself waltzing back to that little bar at the back of my mind, ready to meet an old friend again for some drinks.

    Then just right before I could open the creaky tavern door, I was pulled away from it - someone pulled me away from it.

    Suddenly Irene sat beside me. Suddenly she lowered her glasses to her lap. And suddenly she was staring, her ever-enthralling glowing crimson eyes meeting with my own.

    "Tell me more."

    Suddenly I realized - I had more friends than I thought.

  
    Chapter 55: Much Kindness

    Couples counseling.

    As I sat there with Irene rambling my mouth off to every understanding nod of her head, that's what keeps coming to mind.

    This was practically an intervention of the third kind.

    Strangely enough, it was actually working to great effect. To finally have a vent for all of these pent-up emotions that I kept bottled up inside of me. Felt like a teenager again.

    I also felt really pathetic. Ash… Ash was the one that needed this - why the heck was I the one being comforted here?

    Everything I recounted to Irene, Ash was there with me… Ash was the one taking the brunt of all the emotional turmoil these past few hours, why was it me getting the pat on the back here?

    "She needs help," I finally finished, ending my spiel with the longest sigh my lungs would allow me. "And I don't know how to help her."

    Irene nodded her again, tapping the rims of her glasses absentmindedly, as she stared silently at fellow shoppers going about their business, free of any unrest pestering away at their subconscious.

    I stared at her staring and raised a brow. "I think this is the part where you offer me some words of wisdom that will affect how I view my outlook on life and change me for the better."

    "Do I look like a wisened old maiden?" she quietly muttered. "You're asking the wrong mythical being. I just solve crimes and make people horny. That's it."

    "Right. Detective, not therapist. I always get those two mixed up." I hunched forward, pillaring my chin with a raised arm. "Still, It's a pretty progressive society nowadays, I'm pretty sure even a succubus is allowed an opinion... sure you don't want to share yours with me?"

    Briefly, her eyes wandered over to mine, her face forming an expression that looked a little bit on the frowny side, before she took in a sharp intake of breath through her mask.

    "You're nice," was what came out of her moment of contemplation, to which she then proceeded to follow it up with, "You're a very nice person."

    Compliments were the last thing I expected from an assessment. Whatever, I'll take it with a shrug. "Why thank - "

    "No wonder she keeps you at a distance."

    "- you..." I blinked twice. "Elaborate?"

    "Nothing much to elaborate on," Irene said, also shrugging her shoulders. "You're nice and she can't handle it. She's not used to you so she keeps you at arm's length. You keep forgetting the fact that she's an Elf, a Knight, and a Servant. That kind of combination, in her kind of world, you think anybody has ever been nice to her before?"

    I took a moment to consider her words.

    'She didn't mind it, though." I pointed out. "I was nice to her back then too, she didn't seem to mind. It was only after that… the vampire incident… that she started acting up."

    "Exactly," she nodded. "And you're still nice. She nearly killed you so many times and you're snuggling up to her like she's a sick puppy."

    "Because I've forgiven her, she knows that."

    Irene scoffed. "You think she's forgiven herself?"

    That question came speeding at me like a bullet to the face. I expected a revelation… I didn't expect that kind of revelation, and clearly, it showed, in my eyes, my expression… why else would Irene be shaking her head at me that way?

    "Apparently niceties comes with a side of denseness," Irene muttered, standing up on her feet and placing her sunglasses back on. "You're welcome."

    Irene took that as the perfect moment to pick up her little basket and start walking away too. Didn't even have to wrap my head around it before I was calling out to her.

    "Where are you going?"

    Irene stopped, turned, and raised her glasses upwards. "You got the words of wisdom you needed, and I need to get going. Got my own… personal things to deal with…"

    Her suddenly leaping up to her feet was very abrupt, her hurried walk away from me seemed a little tense, and the indifferent stare of her eyes right then… it looked forced.

    Personal things, huh?

    "Alright, fair enough," I nodded my head. I won't pry. "It was nice talking with you.

    "Yeah… good talk."

    After that, I watch her turn and leave once more. Or I would have if she had actually left… no, she was still standing there, motionless. Brief enough, that I didn't even have time to inquire about it.

    "The things she doesn't want to talk about. You need to talk about it." She suddenly suggested. "You aren't the only one bottling your feelings up like that, you know."

    I knew that. I've always known. Still…

    "That'll just hurt her even more," I said.

    "At this point, anything you do will hurt her."

    "Shouldn't I just be kind?"

    Her crimson eyes… they looked at me, and they looked at me rather sadly. "Kindness can hurt too, you know?"

    Then she finally left. That was it. All she had to say. Now there she went, disappearing into the crowd, doing her utmost to stave away from others, keeping both arms and legs tucked in, her head down and in hiding.

    If anything was sad it was that. The trouble she had to go through just to keep herself from drawing any suspicion… I can only imagine the headaches that come with it. I mean, look at that… a simple trip to the grocery store, and she had to dress like she's on the FBI most wanted list or something.

    Still, despite inconveniences being flung her way 24/7, she had time and patience to listen to another's woes, even to go as far as offering advice to try and remedy the situation.

    She could go on acting all aloof and uncaring all she wants, she wasn't fooling anyone, really. Deep down, Irene was nice too… perhaps nicer than she would care to admit, if she'd ever admit.

    And thanks to that, I realized all was not yet lost… not yet, at least. But It will be if I keep acting as I was.

    Kindness hurts.

    Understood, Irene… understood.

    -----

    Five minutes went and gone after that. Five minutes of twiddling my thumbs, five minutes with nothing to keep me company but my thoughts, five minutes just waiting on her approach.

    Then there she approached, wheeling into view, with a trolley rattling full of groceries.

    "Please excuse my belated arrival," Ash said, bowing her head. "There arose... some complications in my search."

    "Complications how?"

    "Some commodities you've listed, they did not have at hand."

    No stock, huh. Must be a pretty hectic season.

    "So what'd you do?" I asked.

    Ash nudged her head over at the cart. "I... improvised."

    Okay, so two cereal boxes from two different brands. That's what I wrote on the list here.

    There were ten in the cart. Stacked up high like a makeshift tower of babel. Apparently to Ash, improvisation meant replacing every item that wasn't in stock with a different brand of cereal.

    It's like she took one for every possible occasion.

    Very astute Ash, but I don't think I can properly clean the toilet with just coco puffs alone. I could try, though.

    "Welp, if there ever is a shortage of cereal supply in the coming days, at least we know we're in good hands. "I said, folding the list and pushing the cart to the check-out counter.

    "Should I have consulted you beforehand?" Ash inquired. "I believed you were not in a mood to be pestered."

    "Nah, I think it was probably for the best that you didn't," I said. "Next time though, yeah… please do consult me. I'm not sure if the poor pantry can fit any more boxes."

    "Understood."

    Beep-beep went the barcode scanner. One, two… all the way to ten. I could feel the cashier doing his absolute best to not question my questionable… purchases.

    It took a while but eventually, this long drawn-out grocery quest finally reached its conclusive end.

    What did we get out of it?

    Two handfuls worth of bulging plastic bags. Real life didn't have an inventory system, sadly, so I had to settle with waddling about like a penguin while Ash held the umbrella over our heads.

    She offered to carry some, of course, she did. I politely declined. She offered enough already.

    There was this silence between us again, and whereas before I would find the quiet absolutely unbearable, in this case, however, I found that I was actually in dire need of it.

    This quiet, this silence… the calm before the storm.

    It persisted way up until we reached the next bus stop where we took our place awaiting the big metal box that will carry us all the way back home.

    For now, though, we waited, we sat… not a word exchanged between us. I looked at her where she sat gloomily all the way at the other end of the bench.

    It was funny… we went and done so many things in the course of this trip… and nothing has changed in the slightest. We were back to where we have started.

    Sitting on a metal bench. A gap once more.

    Okay, no more Mr. Nice Guy.

    "Ash," I breathed. I swallowed. "I've been thinking…"

    Try as a might, I couldn't hide the apprehension in my voice, non-surprisingly, Ash picked up on it, her expression turning tense.

    "Yes, Master?" she said stiffly.

    "I… I wanted to ask…"

    Irene's words rang through me. Her voice, her suggestions, they kept blaring into my ears as if she was right there screaming them at me.

    You're nice, you're too nice.

    I realized Irene forgot one other thing too.

    I was also a coward.

    "Nothing…" A weak spineless coward. "Forget it."

    There was a disregarding smile on my face afterward that I wanted to punch so badly. I felt disgusted with myself… and I wanted to scream when Ash strained a smile back.

    "Okay…" she muttered.

    The rock on the bridge will not be going away anytime soon.

    Eventually, the bus came roaring to our stop, ready to take us home with everything still left unresolved.

    "Get in first, Ash… I'll get the bags," I said, sighing.

    Expectedly, indecision kept her rooted in place, she wanted to help - I didn't want her to help, I urged her on again.

    "I'll be fine."

    With that, she finally spurred into motion, nodding her head once and boarding onto the bus, heading on to find us a place to sit.

    Meanwhile, there I was, mentally kicking myself in the balls for how much of an idiot I was for letting the opportunity go.

    Tried to assure myself that there will be plenty of other chances in the future but to no avail. Aggravation kept tugging at the bags, threatening to make it tear. Anger splashed at the muddy puddles, soaking my jeans, as I made my way onto the bus.

    With a heavy heart and heavy mind, I boarded, muttered out the destination, and paid the driver the fee. The bus rumbled and roared, and then it was off.

    Many people… many wet and damp people were also on board, making an already cramped space even more cramped, and making an already worsening mood even worse.

    Where the heck was Ash in all this?

    I let my eyes scour about for a moment, thinking I'd find Ash tucked in a seat somewhere, quietly minding her own business.

    Wrong. Dead wrong.

    She was right in the center standing very still with her back facing towards me.

    That stance, that rigidness… something was wrong.

    I wormed and slithered my way past many legs and arms on my way to her, stopping short at just right behind her.

    Tapping her on the shoulder elicited no response whatsoever. The anger inside of me took a rain check and buzzed off, substituting it then… confusion was there to furrow my brows.

    "Ash?" I tapped her again.

    Finally, some signs of life, she shook her head… she kept shaking her head.

    "Why are you just standing there?" I asked.

    Red flag, red flags everywhere…

    "I don't understand," she uttered.

    I didn't either, what the hell was going on?

    "Ash, what's…?"

    Now I was standing still, now I was rigid, it was my turn to start shaking my head.

    I now understood.

    I understood what she didn't understand.

    And I knew she will never understand. Not for a long time.

    The trio sitting directly at the back of the bus, Ash will never be able to comprehend it.

    Three young teenagers, smiling, talking, laughing… cosplaying.

    A sorcerer with a hat and coat to the right. Alin The Supreme, first companion in the game.

    An archer with his bow and quiver to the left. Eron The Hawk, the second.

    In the middle of the two sat a young girl, swaying her head from one companion to the next, her silvery-white locks draping over her glittering emerald eyes… curtaining slightly her long pointed ears.

    Eshwlyn the Elf-Knight smiled. Eshwlyn the Elf-Knight laughed.

    And Ash saw… she saw it all.

    

    The moments when two worlds collide.

    That rock on the bridge just got an even bigger rock stacked on top of it...

  
    Chapter 56: Truth Uncovered

    How do I get her to understand?

    That, with urgent panic, blared continuously in my head.

    Every second wasted in inactivity, was another second gained for confusion to soar to even greater, broader heights. Ash kept still, but not for long. She needed an answer, an explanation… she needed something.

    Even in the worlds brimming with the supernatural and the illogical, even they operate on the grounds of rationality. Everything had a reason for being. Always an explanation for their hows and whys.

    So how is it then, that there could come to exist two separate entities bearing the same likeness with one another?

    An Elf-Knight at one end of the bus, and an Elf-Knight in the other. How was such a thing possible?

    Ash was dying to know. Her eyes steeled themselves with the intent to find out, and she was going to find out...

    And if not from me… it needed to be from me.

    She took a step forward towards 'herself'.

    I took hold of her arm and held her back. "Don't," I whispered to her.

    Shock left a permanent imprint on her wide-eyed expression. The turn of her head towards me, so quick in movement… so lost in focus.

    "What is this?" She whispered back.

    I pursed my lips. "Later."

    "No, not later. Master, what is this? Why is she… that lady - she's me!"

    "She's not you. She's… she's pretending, imitating..."

    "Imitating?"

    "Cosplaying."

    "Cos -?" Her eyes darted about, muddling deep in brief contemplation. "You've mentioned this before. When we first met… you said - "

    "That I thought you were cosplaying an Elf. Yes, I remember."

    Ash turned her gaze to the trio once more. "And the other two? They as well?"

    "Cosplayers too, yes."

    "I recognized their attires. That sorcerer, his robes bear the crest of the Magic School of Nilheim, purple hat… alluding to a proficiency in hexes and illusion."

    "Ash, I know. I - "

    "That archer. A Ranger of the Everfields. Sworn Guardian of the Forbidden Fruit. I've… I've encountered him before. Eron... Eron was his name. Eron the Hawk."

    Disbelief. Still disbelieving, as her eyes fell back to the middle, to the Elf-knight with sword in hand. She shook her head.

    "How is it that they know?"

    "Ash - "

    "How is it that you know?"

    First time tinging her words, an accusatory tone resonated with her voice… clear and plain as the clouds were dark and murky. I felt it, felt the outrage, the dissonance she felt right then.

    To me, it was already unbearable. I can't even imagine how she was doing internally. Already, I could sense she was doing her utmost to restrain herself. I mean, she could very easily pry loose from my hold if she so wants to and I could do nothing to stop her.

    The fact that she wasn't, the fact that she stayed by my side… I'm just glad she still trusted me.

    But after this sudden revelation… how long will that stay true?

    "Later, Ash," I told her. I implored her. "I'll explain… just later."

    Later. Everything was always later. Nothing ever starts now. Just keep staving it off at the last minute, me… just keep doing it. You're doing a good job.

    "Alright?"

    It was not alright. The incrimination flashing in her emerald eyes, the tight clenching of her jaw. I thought she'd say no, I thought maybe perhaps she'd go against me.

    But I should have known by now that she'll never go against me.

    "Fine…"

    Quiet compliance. Never anything else.

    --------

    The pouring rain had abated its sorrow, reduced to a light drizzle pattering atop of us, droplets forming and falling at the outer rims of the umbrella held high above our heads.

    Simply a walk, a quiet walk from the bus stop to home. On the surface, that was all this was. I wished that all this was.

    Reality was never that kind.

    Ash's gaze was burned onto me… I could feel it, her shifty glances right beside me which I'll try to avoid. She never spoke out because she wanted me to.

    Questions were asked already. They just needed answers. My answers.

    The tense atmosphere that manifested never broke. It maintained all the way up to the dampened path home, past the dewy flower garden, then through the front porch, peaking finally with the resounding slam of the door shut.

    I placed the groceries bags on a table nearby and took a deep breath.

    "Ash I - "

    "You've never mentioned this," The stomps of her heels echoed across the living room walls as she strode deeper in. "This world… it's extensive knowledge of Asteria… you claimed to me magic was but a fantasy here. A tall tale."

    "It is a fantasy."

    "How much do you know yourself?"

    "Not much, I - "

    "How much?"

    "I said not much, Ash!" I placed a hand on my forehead. "I only found out myself recently… like only right after we met."

    Desperation was an emotion that rarely showed on her face, so it utterly terrified me at just how far its influence reached at her right then.

    "After we met..." she whispered back. "Asteria... what does that mean for Asteria?"

    The question was vague, but I knew what she meant.

    "You claimed... you said magic… elves, my kind were all but myth," she continued, creases forming on her forehead. "Tales to astonish."

    "I did."

    "But I exist. My likeness - your people had imitated me, the people of my world, they've imitated them! How is it that they know so much of us? Asteria. What is Asteria to this world? What am I to your world?"

    "What's… happening…?"

    From the couch, Adalia sat upright, her sullen misty eyes being rubbed over by small pale hands as a quiet yawn escapes her lips.

    Our ruckus evidently had assailed her peaceful slumber. She wasn't supposed to be getting up yet, there was still another four more hours before that time comes around.

    Admittedly, I had actually completely forgotten that a vampire was resting just to the side of us. After everything, because of everything�� habit and routine were completely strewn about, the status quo of our 'normalcy', completely out the window, and apparently, I wasn't the only one with a few things slipping his mind.

    Ash was staring at Adalia, tight-lipped, and with eyes in a quiver, slowly, subtly retreading steps back. Caught off-guard.

    Now Ash was very wary of her presence… very wary of it.

    Adalia drifted her sluggish eyes over to Ash, oblivious to the piercing gaze directed at her, and spoke, "Hello… Ash…"

    Ash kept mute, her fingers slowly folding into her palms, cautiously.

    "I haven't... seen you… downstairs in quite long," Adalia continued. "Did you… go somewhere?"

    The Matriarch went ignored once more. Ash turned to me, a stern glare - one that I haven't seen on her since we first met - was hurled my way.

    "Master, I… you hiding this from me. I'd like to believe you had good intentions for it."

    "I did," I told her. "I have very good reasons for it."

    "But you shouldn't have. These kinds of things, do you not think I deserve to know about them? Or did you believe you were acting in my best interest in mind?"

    The resentment in her voice. I could hardly stand it.

    "I always have your best interest in mind."

    I took a step towards her.

    

    She took a step back.

    Another step forward.

    Two steps back.

    Right back to where we have started this morning.

    "It's not something I can just casually lay onto you," I said. "It… the truth, it's complicated and painful and… I didn't think you'd needed that, especially not right now. I was just trying to be - "

    "Kind… you're always kind." Ash finished in a disheartened tone, shaking her head at me. "But just once, Master - I beseech you, just this once please… enough with the kindness, the pleasantries... let me know what I need to know."

    There was no later for this, no putting it off for another time, another day. No flimsy reason to hide behind. The truth, once and for all. I had to tell her. She had to know.

    "I need time," I said.

    "Then whenever you're ready…" Ash said, a foot onto the staircase. "You know where to find me."

    One last resentful glance my way before she was gone up the steps, disappearing with an echoing slam of the bedroom door, leaving me standing there, bearing there, the weight of finality pushing down against me.

    Today was not a very good day.

    "What… happened…?"

    Adalia looked to me, a little bit of curiosity, a little bit of confusion, tilting her head ever slightly.

    I let out a heavy sigh. I don't know how many I already let out just for today alone.

    "Neplims, Adalia," I said. "Have you seen any before?"

    "Few… very few…" she answered.

    "How were they?"

    Adalia paused briefly in recollection.

    "I recall… they weren't very nice… to my sister…"  she said. "Amelia felt very sad… afterward."

    "And you?"

    Another pause.

    "I petted them..."

    I sighed again. "Okay, thanks."

    Where do I even begin now?

  
    Chapter 57: Three

    Three long dial tones, three long agonizing seconds, and three long paces about the place, three things in thrice, before abrupt muffled static blared into my ears as she finally answered me.

    "Hell- "

    "Help me."

    There was silence on the other end of the line. Lasted for long enough that I actually thought she had hunged up on me. It was only that deep unenthused sigh that I heard afterward that stopped me from trying to dial her up for the third time in a row.

    "You got me mixed up again," she said, her voice as detached as the wavering signal on her end. "Detective, not therapist, remember?"

    "Yes, well, maybe it's about time you consider a change of profession, you're very good at it."

    "Uh… thanks, I guess?"

    "You're welcome. Help me."

    It was with great reluctance and an even great sigh that she had finally relented and came for Gondor's aid. See? I knew that she was nice.

    "Fine," squeaked the static. "What happened now?"

    "What's up with your signal?"

    "Oh, I'm in a tunnel on a train going through the mountains while on a plane in the middle of Antarctica, what does it matter, you want your counseling or not?"

    "Okay, alright, fair enough. Thank you, by the way."

    "Yeah, don't mention it. Ever. Now, what happened?"

    It was one of those tales that you tell that you can never seem to untell. Even if you wanted to take a breath, you couldn't. You just needed to let it all out there, even if most of what you're saying wasn't really all that intelligible. it didn't matter, you just want someone to hear you - someone to help you.

    Lung capacity be damned. I sputtered out my words faster than my brain could form them. Words would be mashed and jammed together, forming new words that wouldn't seem out of place in a pagan ritual.

    Then just when it seemed it was never gonna end, it ended. I ended.

    Irene took a moment to process what I said, maybe two moments even, I don't know... I said a lot to things. It was a lot to process, I'm sure.

    The moral ambiguity of the decision, the consequences that will ripple throughout because of it, the… the obvious lack of an alternative to the choice that lied ahead.

    I seriously expected a serious talk about how serious this all was, and how Ash would react to all of this. I expected it to be long, solemn, and sincere… because a revelation like this… does not come easy one bit.

    But no, all I got from her was a straightforward - "Tell her the truth, you idiot." Before she hung up on me.

    Okay, good talk Irene.

    Three steps towards the bed, three minutes passed the clock hung high above, and three knocks sounded at my bedroom door, things in thrice, yet only one of those actions actually mattered.

    "Yeah?" I called out, my voice echoing its dejectedness back into my eardrums.

    "Feeding…" whispered the shadow from the crack in the doorway.

    "So early?"

    "You… woke me…"

    True. True enough. It was only six in the evening though… usually, I only become a blood bank at nine. That's another thing too. Ash gave me the ultimatum at three in the afternoon, and three hours later, here I still was… waiting for a later that will never come.

    Was that an idiotic thing to be doing?

    I don't know, let me go call up Irene again to check.

    Left without an answer, the wooden door swung ever slightly ajar, peeking through it was a little slit of a pale face with one pupilless eye in my direction.

    "Is now… a bad time?" muttered the visible half of her lips.

    "Kinda," I admitted.

    "Ash… always puts you… in a sad mood…"

    "She doesn't," I said, shaking my head. "I do that to myself."

    Adalia swung the door a little wider.

    "She doesn't… hate you…"

    All of her at the wide-open door came at me to say that and only that. Nothing followed. She stood there now, with her hands hidden behind her back, keeping quite still, slowly blinking at me.

    Wasn't in the mood for much talk, only managed to let out a feeble "Yeah..." and nodded my head.

    "You... You know that… right?" said Adalia.

    Course I do. Why was she asking?

    "Yeah," I said again, frowning a little.

    "Then... there's nothing… to be sad… about," she said, adding on with a lightly-voiced, "Right?"

    Oh, I get it now. Not exactly the most direct approach, what she was trying to imply was convoluted as all hell, but I think I get it. The slow cautious approach, the softness in her voice, this was never about feeding.

    Atypical as it was, especially since it was coming from the person that technically killed me, still, I knew an attempt at comfort when I see one. Time spent with Ash had practically made me an expert in its intricacies.

    "You're concerned," I pointed out.

    Adalia took a step past the doorway and nodded her head.

    I managed a weak smile her way. "Thanks. But I'm not worried about her hating me. Today has not been kind to her at all. No, I worry she might go on hating herself now. And If she hasn't already, she definitely will after I tell her the truth."

    "What is… the truth?"

    "The truth is a lot of things," I turned my gaze to the carpeted floor. "I told you, but I didn't tell her. You know about it."

    "Oh…"

    An 'Oh' that spoke volumes.

    "You mean… Asteria?"

    "Yep."

    "How it is… a game… based off Kronocia?"

    "Yep again."

    "That Ash… came from… Asteria and not… Kronocia?"

    "Yep times three…"

    "Oh…" Another 'Oh' speaking to even greater volumes. "Why didn't you… tell her?"

    "Because… well because…"

    There were so many reasons, I had so many reasons to keep my mouth shut about it, but none more so than the one I first thought of upon launching the game for the first time.

    "She's evil," I finally sputtered out. "In the game… she's downright cruel and malevolent. Ash… she already thinks she's evil, I don't need this stupid game to further affirm that belief in her mind. It is not what she needs right now."

    In hindsight, I probably should have mentioned this reasoning to Irene just now, perhaps then she would have taken me just a wee bit more seriously.

    Then again… she's smart, I'm sure she'd have already considered the ups and downs of such a choice. No… her answer would still remain unchanged, wouldn't it?

    And what about you? What of yours, Adalia? You're pausing, you're considering there, actually taking a moment to think things through… what do you have to say for it?

    "You're… right…" spoken slowly in a mutter came Adalia's answer. "It isn't… what she needs…"

    If only she had stopped there though, if only she had sided with me. Yet, she didn't stop, she continued.

    "But it's… what she wants…"

    I scoffed. "You think she would want to think she's even eviler than she could possibly imagine?

    "She is… evil…"

    "Oh come on!" I clicked my tongue. "Not you too!"

    "All Elves… are evil…"

    "Where is all this hatred of Elves coming from?"

    "Not… hatred…" she explained. "It's just… the way it is…"

    Okay, her attempt at comfort has gone completely off the rails now. She's just getting me even more exasperated than I already was. I couldn't even be bothered to hide the annoyance in my voice when I next spoke.

    "And what does that you Matriarchs? From what I've heard, seen… and felt myself, your kind aren't exactly the kindest either."

    If Adalia was hurt or angered by what I said, the blankness of her expression good job at concealing that fact. That, or she really didn't really mind my remark at all.

    

    "It's just… the way it is��" she repeated. "We are… what we are… there's no helping... anything. It's in… our nature. Just like it is… for the nature of Elves… to be evil."

    More and more her words continued to irk me.

    "She saved my life," I said, glaring. "You've seen her, lived with her - everything she's done - can you honestly look at me now and tell me that she's a bad person?"

    Adalia frowned, tilting her head. "I never said… she was... a bad person.

    "Then?"

    "I said… she is just... evil."

    "Evil how?!"

    "I... told you," She said, telling me, again, and again, and again for the third time already. "It's just the way... it is."

    Not good enough. Nothing she told me was good enough.

    "She'll never understand that."

    "With respect… to you..." Adalia muttered, bowing her head. "But you… don't know that."

    Now that… that…

    Couldn't argue with that.

    Heck, I couldn't have even if I wanted to. Adalia had vanished from sight as if she was never even there in the first place. Crept away without notice like the vampire she was.

    Leaving me… well, leaving me still in a disarray of decisions. I was still adamant about the truth, I still thought it wasn't the right thing to do. But that was what I thought. It wasn't up to me to think for everyone else… to think for Ash.

    The truth. It'll be painful, it'll be harsh, it'll be agonizing to bear.

    But it'll be right.

    And to Adalia, Irene… and Ash especially… that was all that mattered.

    There were three things I did afterward that I really didn't want to do. I took my laptop, took my phone, and slowly I walked out into the hall.

    I don't know why it was always three, special number maybe… but it was those three things in thrice that had me finally knocking at her door.

    Even that action… three knocks.

    And then three seconds later, her door swung open.

  
    Chapter 58: The Reveal

    "This is Asteria."

    Always prim, always proper. Not a single thing out of place, not even a speck of dust going stray. Ash's room was the tip-top antithesis of the word disorderly. I mean if cleanliness was really next to godliness, then Ash's room was basically a piece of heaven.

    Sadly, there were more urgent matters at hand to attend to rather than me going around complimenting, smiling about what a finely made bed there was off to the side then.

    Yeah, right then, compliments and smiles were far out of mind.

    "I don't, Master… I," Ash blinked, a warm glow of colors basking her face in soft hues of reds, whites, and yellows. "This is..."

    Why the red, white, and yellows? Because those three were the primary colors that made out the triumphing trumpeting title screen of Asteria. Colors that confounded her, colors that blinded her - gazing with eyes tightly scrunched.

    "Chronicles of Asteria," Ash read out loud, her neck craning close to the laptop display.

    There I was standing by the sidelines, white-knuckled, staring at her with pursed lips. This day, this scenario, I never ever accounted for. In hindsight though, I really should have.

    Did I seriously think I could have hidden this fact about her forever? She was bound to find out about it anyway sooner or later… hell, she already did… sooner than the soon that I would have liked.

    Didn't even know where to begin, but I suppose we should start where everybody always starts.

    "The start button, Ash," I muttered, urging her on with a great reluctant nod, "Press away."

    Controllers are rather complicated devices apparently. They sat there uncomfortably in her palms, angled in ways that controllers should never be angled. Took a moment of fiddling and a little inspecting before she found the fabled start button staring right at her in the face.

    

    After a quiet realizing: 'oh', Ash hovered a hand above the controller and precariously tapped the button with the tip of her forefinger because apparently the usage of her thumbs was rendered impossible due to the fact that she had them all the way around at the back of the controller.

    How the heck do you even do that?

    Probably should have warned her of sound effects beforehand, too late now though. Once the title screen was whisked away, she was then greeted by a thundering orchestra that nearly flung the controller out of her hands in fright.

    Didn't help that I kinda forgot to set the sound levels beforehand, so what was basically a catchy fantastical tune at 100% volume output to my ears, hers was instead more of a heavy metal concert with a very nice, very light output of a 1000%.

    Really, from the way her shoulders rocketed upwards, you'd think someone might have fired a shotgun against her ears. Which, in all likelihood, wouldn't be entirely inaccurate.

    My bad. If anything though, her reaction at least got me chuckling slightly.

    Noticed I said 'slightly', because that's all it was. A small bit of reprieve in the face of what's to come next… and came it did, as Ash shifted her eyes over to mine.

    "I've… I've read mention of this before," Ash said to me. "I believe the term used was vidya - no pardon that, it was video… video - "

    "Video games," I said, walking towards her with arms crossed.

    It didn't surprise me one bit that she had heard and no less understood the concept that was video games. The polished shelves on her walls were lined with the spines, both thick and thin, of many, many books. Some had makeshift markers to keep track of progress, others simply did with a bookmark jutting out in-between pages. Not a single book she had in her possession went unread.

    Studious, dedicated, and always curious. It's no wonder Ash got accustomed so fast here… it was simply in her nature.

    Yet it was also because of her nature, that we were here, right now… staring her world straight in the face from beyond the border of an LCD display. Which brings us back to now - the truth, a begrudging whisper from my lips.

    "This is Asteria."

    As my words resounded aloud amidst the game's ambient noise, I couldn't help but recall back to the words spoken to me that spurred all this in the first place.

    <<You don't know that>>

    Ash's reaction… yeah, I didn't know.

    Didn't then, didn't now.

    Just the title screen alone, and already a hard-to-read expression reared itself into the spotlight.

    "How… however do you mean by that?" Ash asked. "You mean to say the knowledge from my world you've attained through here?"

    "Yeah…"

    "An archive, then."

    "No, look - no, Ash… listen..." I hissed in a breath and pointed at the screen. "This is your world."

    Calm and quiet, a far cry from the shock and outrage that I was expecting from her, still, there was no denying the confusion that riddled her expression.

    "I am... still not understanding, not quite yet, from what you claim… it's…" She trailed away, a strained look on her face. "I recall reading that video games are purely forms of entertainment, a listless pastime for your people to indulge in."

    "You're not wrong there."

    Then abruptly and so suddenly, barged in cold stark realization.

    She stared back at the screen. "Master, are you implying…"

    "I'm not implying anything," I told her. "It is what it is."

    "Surely it's not," She shook her head. "Asteria is not…"

    Ash never finished, didn't think she wanted to… The prospect of it alone, I couldn't even imagine feeling as she did right then. So there laid her sentence, lingering in the open air unfinished.

    "It is, Ash," I finished for her. "Asteria is a video game."

    Even I hated saying it.

    Hearing it come from me didn't help in lessening the blow whatsoever. Truths like these don't come easy. They're always painful, disorienting, and quite often merciless even to the strongest of wills.

    And Ash was no exception to the truth's agonizing embrace. What was real just wasn't anymore.

    "Can't be…" I heard her say.

    Denial kept her adamant. Denial helped her to cope. I knew the feeling. Probably why it took so long for me to accept who and what my parents really were…

    "You think I would lie to you now?" I asked.

    The shake of her head was almost instantaneous. "No, no, Master - I would never accuse of you of such… you must understand, what you just stated - I'm unsure of… Master, I… I don't know… I just don't understand."

    Of course she didn't understand, who would honestly?"I know, Ash," I said, doing my best to comfort, "I didn't expect you to, something like this… it's just - "

    "But I want to understand," She said, looking back up at me. "I need to understand."

    Resolve gleamed and glittered in her eyes, turning, confronting the laptop display once more.

    "Whatever this may be… I know I can never avoid it. Asteria, I… I… want… this..."

    Want. Elf-Knights don't want. But Ash… Ash did, the controller still remaining a firm grip in her hands.

    Studious, dedicated, and always curious. It was simply just in her nature.

    "Will you show me?"

  
    Chapter 59: Home Sweet Home

    The beginning was always the hardest. Matters not what it is you're trying to accomplish, when it's your first roundabout behind the wheel, you're bound to crash and burn a couple of times at least.

    "You died again, Ash."

    Brought a stool up to her room a couple of minutes back, figured it would be an easier time sitting beside her than standing beside her, especially since I got my hand permanently affixed to the mouse, clicking over and over again the restart button in periodic intervals with every death.

    Ash kept crashing and burning.

    To my eyes, it looked as if she was deliberately trying to get herself killed. But apparently, every suicidal action came with a defense and a reasoning as to why she does what she does. Seriously, if each death came with a gravestone, the excuses she comes up with would be the perfect epitaphs for them.

    "I forgot the block button"

    "Dodge. Which button is dodge?"

    "Master, I couldn't swing my sword"

    She didn't even have a sword equipped on that last one, so I didn't know what the hell she was talking about there.

    Her latest obituary was probably the most amusing to me.

    "I merely took a small leap forward," she said.

    I clicked the mouse again, then turned to look at her. "Ash, you jumped off a cliff."

    "I've assessed that my chances of survival would be quite high."

    "It's a cliff."

    "Not a tall one."

    "Tall enough."

    The game loaded back in again, placing the recently deceased hero back at the latest checkpoint, overlooking the same cliff he was deliberately sent plummeting into just moments before.

    Poor Dad.

    Ash, still with the controller held at odd angles, turned her gaze straight and continued on with the game.

    "Noted," she muttered, heading off this time in the total opposite direction from the cliff edge.

    As I stated earlier, the beginning will always be the hardest hurdle to overcome, and as fate would have it, it was going to be a long arduous first few hours.

    At the start of hour one, she had asked me just how far and wide the extent of my knowledge was at that point in time. After considering briefly, I simply told her that she probably knew more than I did, really.

    "Still just getting started," I said.

    "Then set me down the same path," she said with absolute confidence. "Have me retrace the steps you have taken."

    So new game, it was.

    Made a new save, skimmed through the character customization, then handed the reins back to her uneasy hands.

    She stayed silent and watching as the intro cutscene played out in front of her, soaking in the narrator's gravelly solemn exposition of Asteria's harrowing plight against the forces of the all-powerful all-evil demon queen Terestra the Vile.

    Right here, I expected a reaction from Ash. Something, anything… shock, confusion - it was Terestra after all. Everybody and their mothers knew of her, hell, even I did.

    Who didn't?

    Ash didn't.

    Or at least, she didn't give any indication that she did. The narrator moved on past Terestra the Vile, addressing instead to the state of Asteria and establishing the many kingdoms within it.

    On and on it went, relaying information we both already knew. Yet whereas Ash looked on with eyes sharp and focus, I on the other hand, just kept getting distracted by that one little thing.

    Does she really not know about Terestra?

    I thought about asking her about it, but I feared disturbing her concentration especially since she was so invested. So I held my tongue and instead said to myself: Later. There's always a later.

    Turns out, I didn't need a later. Ash had finally reacted to something, and as it also turns out, it was a something that I didn't even consider to be a something.

    "5314 A.E.?"

    The question that broke the quiet, and also my expectations.

    "Something wrong with the year?" I asked, immediately reaching for the pause button.

    "I had suspected something was amiss," said Ash. "The disembodied voice spoke of records and events that I hold no knowledge of. Just then, he spoke of a province - Lamir. I know of no Lamir."

    "Lamir doesn't exist?"

    "Lamir has yet to exist," explained Ash, her confusion mirroring my own. "Master, does this game… does it speak of the future?"

    I reared my head back, blinking rapidly. "Not to me. Apparently… you think different. What year do you think you're from?"

    "5110 A.E. in the winter months of Limim."

    "You're from two centuries ago?!"

    'I…" Ash furrowed her brows. "That's what I know for certain."

    Silent was my reaction. Wide-open were my eyes. Gaping were my lips.

    "He also mentioned a Terestra," I said slowly. "Do you know of a Terestra?"

    When Ash frowned and shook her head, right then everything started making sense to me again and thank God it did, I was about to lose my fucking head.

    The Game established that Terestra was a threat that only recently had arisen, ravaging the lands for only but a decade long. So it made sense that Ash knew absolutely nothing about her, she's from two centuries ago!

    Question is - why was she from two centuries ago?

    That's a question that neither of us knew the answer to. Speculating about it would take time, time that Ash would rather spend unearthing her digital pandora's box.

    So with shrugged shoulders, I promptly resumed the cutscene.

    Hour two was perhaps the most grueling. No narrations, no more exposition, now she was tossed into the game, tossed into the world, and was given no restrictions to her venture. She was free to explore as she saw fit.

    Actually, that wasn't exactly accurate. There was actually a tutorial quest, a bright bold marker pointing her towards the direction for it… that oughta be her first priority, really. But yeah, she ignored that.

    I couldn't even blame her for it. This was Asteria.

    Her home.

    And she was back… two centuries later.

    Now those who were new at the game wouldn't even be able to tell from their left to their right. Getting lost in the game was inevitable, even I got lost my first time through.

    Not Ash though, certainly not her.

    She knew those mountains off into the distance, familiar with the flora that swayed in the distant landscapes, recognized every forest, every rock, to every flower that bloomed.

    And it pained her that she did.

    "This is Asteria. This is Asteria."

    I'd hear her mutter under her breath over and over again in denial, in defiance, then slowly as the minutes passed, in acceptance… quiet, defeated acceptance.

    The game entered the paused screen yet I didn't press a single button. Ash placed the controller down and silently just sat there… contemplating.

    I'd have loved to say something right then, find the right words, formed the perfect sentence to comfort her in her time of great need.

    Turns out I wasn't much of an expert in comforting that I originally thought… words just don't come as easy to me.

    "Does he have a name?" Ash suddenly muttered. "The character on screen. Does he?"

    Going to the tutorial quest would have answered that question for her. But I realized that she was in no mood to continue forging on just yet, so there I took the mantle of exposition dumper.

    'He does." I said. "His name is Leonardo. A legendary hero from the past, summoned forward to this year to take up arms against Terestra and get rid of her once and for all. Do you know him?"

    Another frown, another shake of the head.

    "His name escapes me," she said. "There exist many heroes of legends and many evils of old. I fear my memory may be muddled with far too many."

    "That's fine. You'll learn more about him as the gam - the uhh, story continues."

    Ash nodded her blanky. Don't even think she was actually paying attention to me with that far-away stare of hers.

    It was then that I tried offering a bit of reprieve. "Do you… do you want to stop here for now?"

    Should have known by then that Ash would never have given herself such mercy.

    "Kindness," she gave a weak, fleeting smile. "It's okay, Master. I'm okay. Let's… let's resume, shall we? Tell me where I should proceed."

    The rest of hour two played out as I've described earlier. Crash and burn. Trial and error. Cliff diving and dying.

    

    The beginning was always the hardest.

    But then something magical happened - Ash got good.

    Deaths weren't as frequent, combat scenarios didn't devolve into just mindless button mashing, and the controller in her hands was finally angled right.

    Exactly as stated, Ash replicated my every step. Every quest I ever did, every NPC I ever interacted with, she went and done it all. Sometimes in bouts of intense action, I've even caught glimpses of excitement glittering in her wide-open eyes.

    Ash was having fun, in spite of everything. Video games are meant to be fun, after all.

    If only I could share in her fervor… if only I could joke and laugh and offer some witty remarks. If only…

    But the prologue was coming to an end… some part of me wished I didn't know exactly what comes directly after.

    Sure enough, she and her archer companion were informed about an attack in a village nearby, orchestrated by a devoted follower of the demon queen Terestra.

    And sure enough, Ash readily agreed to offer her aid and immediately spurred towards the direction of the village.

    Night was falling. Demons were arising… and Ash… oh Ash just had to ask the question.

    "Master, I've been thinking," she said. "Those cosplayers from before, their knowledge of Asteria stems from here too, yes?"

    "Yeah..."

    "One was dressed in my image."

    "She was."

    "Do I… " Hesitation, brief hesitation. "Does that mean that I appear here, as well?"

    There was no later to fall back on this time, no excuses to give, what would come will come… and I just couldn't bring myself to lie.

    "Yes, you do."

    The third hour has begun.

  
    Chapter 60: Eshwyln The Elf-Knight, Part 1

    The harrowing bleakness of the moonlit path was paved in an endless sea of red. The first indicator that things were not as they seem. Ash and her partner slowed to a crawl, sword, and bow drawn out.

    Not far now.

    Overlooking that steep grassy mound right ahead of them… where everything would change.

    I remembered standing on that very same hill, perched atop amidst a scene of senseless slaughter.

    That hill there was a threshold. Climb it, cross it, no going back from it. Can never unsee, never unhear the things that lay beyond its dreaded peak, and there was Ash… gradually ascending to its summit.

    Wouldn't have minded so much if it was just a video game, you know, just an assortment of pixels and polygons displayed on a screen. That it just wasn't real…

    But Ash made it real.

    Her shock, her confusion, the horror on her face… they made it all too real.

    "Master, what is…?"

    "Keep going," was my only response to her inquiring eyes."

    No need for words, nor need for explanations. Asteria would answer for me. The blood-curdling screams blaring from the laptop speakers, the heavy crashes and tumbles of the violin in the background, and the gory visage strewed across the landscape, reflecting back in her emerald eyes… all of them answered for me.

    If the developers went out of their way here to do their best to elicit a reaction from the player, then mission-fucking-accomplished - pat yourselves on the back, my dudes.

    

    Unlike me, however, Ash had already recovered within seconds and continued delving deeper into the heart of darkness. Soon confronting her came the horrifying monstrosities of flesh and blood, shrieking out their cries of terror, lunging their malformed limbs at her with twisted intent.

    Ash stood unwavering against their blows. I watched her closely there, saw her every button press, every split-second decision - utilizing tactics and maneuvers that I myself have never even thought of doing. The way she vanquished her foes… like it was all very second nature to her. Hell, it probably was.

    The Elf-knight forged on into the village. There was a glint in her eyes - outrage, I surmised… from how her jaw was clenched tight. So much pent-up anger directed to the culprit responsible for all of this.

    If only she knew… I wish she didn't have to, but she was going to.

    Screen went black.

    Cutscene finally started.

    Everything played out exactly the same way as it did last time, with buildings engulfed in flames, lifeless bodies in heaps, and mounds scattered across a vast desolate meadow of deep dark red, and there lying at the epicenter of scorched earth was that one pleading villager on bent knees with a sword pierced through his throat.

    Gargling. Choking. Dying…

    Leonardo brandished his sword and recited his line.

    "I won't let you get away with this! You servant of Evil."

    Then, expectedly, keeping to the beat like a scene from a play, came the laughter. Mad, derisive laughter.

    First time through, having heard such a cackle, it unsettled me. Second time now… seeing those bloodied lips spreading from ear to ear - knowing who they belonged to.

    I could hardly keep my eyes straight.

    Ash. Poor, poor Ash. Her ears perked, her eyes sharp, seemingly at the ready for anything the game would throw at her.

    Anything… everything... but for this.

    "Evil?" Eshwlyn spoke out. "Evil implies that the actions I've taken were immoral."

    The camera slowly panned upwards.

    Then there it was - realization dawning.

    Those glittering emerald eyes that filled every inch of the screen mirrored back at Ash's in ways that went beyond physical resemblance.

    Elf to Elf.

    Knight to Knight.

    Ash stared into the deranged gaze of herself, her lips thinning to a narrow slit, and took in a heavy breath.

    No questions came my way, no outrage to be heard. Ash silently watched as the cutscene unfolded, as Eshwyln continued on.

    "Tell me o' great chivalrous one, what do you find so immoral about death?"

    Words that resonated with Ash more than anyone else in the vicinity and that includes the reality projected beyond the border of the rectangular screen before us. Thought briefly about pausing, but ultimately decided against it… didn't want to intrude, especially not here, not now… Ash just couldn't tear away from herself.

    She saw it all - Eshwyln through the looking glass. Every act of terror committed, she'd smile and she'd simper, a total inversion of Ash, who'd look on at herself without a flinch in her vacant expression.

    It was a rather brief cutscene at least when compared to the many countless others that would come after.

    Brief but yet so, so long…

    The end couldn't come soon enough, but eventually, it did... with the archer companion dead, Leonardo defeated, and Eshwyln reveling above him in pure ecstasy.

    'Just who are you?' - were the last words of the great hero before unconsciousness would overtake him.

    There were many questions that lingered still, many mysteries left unaccounted for. That was no question, that was no mystery… nonetheless the ugly truth reared in and leaned in glee, that devilish smile contorting Ash's lips.

    And so ended the stage play of revelations, with a curtsy and a bow from Eshwyln of the Old Guard, a servant to the Demon Lord Terestra - at our service.

    Another cutscene was supposed to play after. The resulting aftermath of that devastation. It would have, had Ash not interrupted it with a press of a button.

    Some unknown force kept my gaze deflecting, matters not how much I forced myself to - I just couldn't look at her, at Ash.

    Night and light painted shadows to the walls of her room, that there - that inky silhouette hunched over with its head tilted downwards, that I could bear to look at, that I could actually talk to…

    And talk I did with nothing to say.

    "Good reasons," muttered me to the unfeeling shadow. "Like I said."

    Dared another peek, and saw the shadow move its head, a subtle nod once.

    "Won't ask if you're okay. I know you're not. I just wanted to know… you know… if you got what you needed from this."

    Her reply was short, simply… sorrowful.

    "I did..."

  
    Chapter 61: Eshwyln The Elf-Knight, Part 2

    Couldn't help myself, hearing that - couldn't stop myself from sputtering out even more baseless nothings that served no purpose other than to just fill the oppressive silence.

    "I don't think that of you. I just want you to understand that, and I really think you shouldn't too. That - that Elf you saw… the things she did, you didn't do that, that wasn't your actions. Ash, that wasn't you."

    "Wasn't me?" Her voice was stiff. "Master, perhaps you should rewind the scene back and listen again. I believe I was being rather specific there with my introduction."

    "You're not her..."

    "I will be."

    "No, no, why do you keep doing that? Why do you keep insisting on that?" It was so vexing to hear that, so aggravating to the senses. Riled me up like nothing ever did.

    "You still deny my nature."

    "To the very end," I said, getting up on my feet. "I just wish you'd do the same for yourself."

    "So easily," Ash muttered. "You deny the reality of it so easily."

    "I'm staring at the reality right now!" I said, my eyes locked onto hers. "How do you explain it? The kindness, the selflessness, the way you are now? If this isn't you, then tell me - what exactly am I staring at here?"

    Three hours was plenty of time to prepare. Three hours of just sitting and watching gave plenty of opportunities to run through imaginary conversations in your head. I did run through it in my head. Dozens and dozens of times.

    What I'd say, what she'd say, the words she would use, and the things that I would say to them back. I even deluded myself to think that I have gotten it all planned out from the very beginning.

    But the truth was, the game was rigged from the start.

    Ash calmly answered my question with truths of her own.

    "A lie. What you see in front of you is but a lie. A lie I so desperately wanted to paint as truth. A false image, a misinterpretation of what I truly represent… an outlier among outliers."

    "What are you talking about, Ash?"

    "Have you encountered any other Elf beside myself? Have you bear witness to their mannerisms, their behavior, or even their way of life? You haven't. Clearly, you haven't. Otherwise, you wouldn't be so adamant as you are now."

    "I'm adamant because you think you're them!" I argued back. "You're right, I don't know any other Elves, you're all I got to go by. But even if you're right, even if all Elves are truly as evil as you say they are, that does not mean you have to condemn yourself with that same line of thinking, because you aren't them! You aren't evil!"

    "Why is that, then? Because you yourself claimed it to be so?" Ash stood up, her eyes as furrowed as my own. "Master, I had years… centuries to try and defy my true nature, and I have. Master, I am still defying. But you can't defy reality, you can't go against the way things are… you can only accept it. I have accepted it. Who Eshwyln of the Old Guard was, is, and who she'll inevitably turn out to be in the end."

    "Ash, you -!"

    "Who I am and what I am now is just merely the result of this pointless defiance. Master, you saw who I really was just then… that was me, a me that finally accepted, a me that finally submitted to my nature. Did you notice how happy I looked right then?"

    Happy? That was happiness? That sick twisted grin, that loud deranged cackle - that was happiness? To me, that was anything but. Yet Ash saw different, she still saw different… that strange look of longing in her eyes, what the hell?

    It's like you wanted that...

    "So you being my servant, acting so nice to me… your kindness… that's your defiance?"

    "If I act kind, then maybe perhaps I will be kind."

    "You are kind!"

    How did things get so off the rails so quick? How was it that I was shouting and not comforting? Anger, so much anger, surging through my veins, but why? I wasn't angry at her, was I?

    I didn't know who was it that this irrational rage was directed towards until it finally happened, until Ash turned and smiled at me.

    It was me. I hated myself. Because I had her smiling again for all the wrong reasons. I couldn't provide any semblance of comfort, couldn't convince her to see things my way, all I did was shouted and screamed myself hoarse at her.

    There was no reason for that smile to be on her face. Unless it was for me… for my hurting, for my distress. That same gentle expression back at the park.

    Just like back then, I couldn't do anything for her and I despised myself for that.

    "I'd like to believe that," Ash muttered, her gaze dropping to the side. "Perhaps in time, I will. But for now, Master… it is late and I think it'd be wise to - "

    "It isn't real, Ash."

    Words that left not in a mutter, I spoke them out and I spoke them loud. A part of me wanted to think that I didn't know what came over me… but that would just be me lying. I knew exactly why I said it, and why I didn't just stop there.

    "It didn't actually happen. Asteria it's - it's just a game, a fake… a form of mindless entertainment for the masses, none of it actually happened… you can't take this at face value because it's all fiction, alright? If you're evil, if you're good - it doesn't matter here, because in here it isn't real. None of it was real."

    Ash stayed silent throughout my pathetic spiel. Once I finally stopped, she was still quiet. The only difference being from then to now was that there wasn't a smile on her face anymore, nor was there even a frown.

    Another difference was that she was staring, and she kept staring. Her glowing green emeralds shimmering the face of a man so full of ire and resentment.

    I saw him, saw me, and saw a total stranger reflecting back. A face I didn't recognize.

    Regret. If only it had come sooner… Ash wouldn't have been staring at me the way she did right then.

    "And what of me, Master?" she finally spoke, her voice going soft. "Am I real?"

    

    "Didn't mean it," I said at once. "Ash, I didn't - "

    "I know," There was that smile again, less prominent now than it was before. "I know you didn't."

    "I'm sorry."

    "Don't," A slight pause, with a slight grimace. "You don't apologize, Master… not to me."

    "Ash, don't start with that now, please. Your feelings - "

    "Nine o'clock."

    "What?"

    "It's nine," she repeated. "The… the Matriarch, she usually feeds at this hour, does she not?"

    I could sense the unsteadiness, the stiffness in tone, didn't take any Elf-ears to pick up on the words beyond those words.

    "You're making me leave?"

    "No - I'd never… no I'm not! Master, I just…" A deep breath. "Give me time, please? I need time… alone. Just for now."

    Alone was the last thing I wanted her to be right then. The state of everything as it was, it was as much in flames as the village was back then. I realized, however, that this wasn't a battle I would win.

    Not with that pleading tone, not with that aching look. The one time I didn't want a later…

    It seems that laters were all that I was good for.

    "Alright," I told her. "Just for now."

    Took the stool, took my phone off the table and into my pocket, then I moved and reached for the laptop. Then just right before I could shut it close, Ash spoke out again.

    "Could you… could you leave that one here?" She said, the controller still sitting firmly in one hand. "I… I haven't finished yet."

    Another request, another look, another, 'Alright."

    The opened door greeted me with a hallway dimly illuminated by moonlight rays that somehow had filtered through the window blinds.

    It didn't feel right traversing into the hall with nothing else to say from either of us. Yet regardless of what was right, that was what had happened. She opened the door, and I trudged along.

    I had to say something.

    She closes that door and that was it, everything that was ever said, everything that ever happened, it will all remain in that room there, everything as is will stay as is.

    Door was closing.

    "Ash," I turned around. I spoked. "Tomorrow. Will I see you downstairs tomorrow? For Breakfast?"

    A little crevice was all that kept the door from shutting close by the time I was done. A meager gap in the doorway where only I could see her slightly and she, me.

    "You'll be there, right?"

    That was my say, now, what was hers? What could it be?

    I should have known already… I was surprised that I was still surprised. Ash closed her door shut and offered nothing in words.

    Nothing… except for a small smile peeking through.

  
    Chapter 62: Knight In Fiery Armour 

    Tomorrow's sun came and stayed, tomorrow's fried eggs and ham indulged in and consumed without much fret. Tomorrow, tomorrow… and Ash was nowhere to be seen.

    Once more, her plate sat cold and neglected.

    Thought perhaps she just needed time, give her one more day, she'd be fine.

    Then the day after came and went with me lumbering my way downstairs with sullen eyes that morning, wishing I'd just learn to keep my big fat jinxing mouth shut. You know, I got some staplers in my desk drawer that hasn't seen much light of the day. Maybe it's about it see should some use, huh?

    One of these days, I swear it...

    

    Day after's breakfast menu was quite a mixed bag, like literally. A Tibetan monk could walk in, see what we were eating, and quietly in his little meditating corner, shed a proud prideful tear.

    So many brands of cereal in the pantry cabinet as a result of the other day's splurge, I basically just took a large bowl, grabbed some milk, and made ourselves one with everything.

    What a spiritual journey of self-discovery that meal was that day…

    We've had plenty more breakfasts after that, Adalia and I, together on a table for three, yet where there sat only two.

    It was kinda disheartening to notice myself a couple of days after not even bothering to put a third plate in the dining room. Yeah, that plate was always on a silver tray now, always placed on the ground beside a closed door upstairs, where it would lay untouched until those magic words were spoken aloud.

    "Food's by the door, Ash."

    Couple hours later, both tray and plate would vanish from its spot, appearing magically the very next day clean and pristine inside the cabinet where all the other plates and trays were kept.

    "Don't… need…" Adalia huddled by the couch said to me one day, as I drew up to the living room with a feather duster and broom in hand.

    "What, she… she still cleans?" I asked.

    She nodded her head. "Always…"

    That was practically routine now these past few days. Not much had changed except for the obvious which needn't any mentioning but that's not to say that Ash had just dropped off the face of the earth or something, she was still around… occasionally.

    Toilet breaks, light lunches, and dinners, laundry duty.

    Those things among others got her coming out of her little hidey-hole ever so often throughout the day, albeit briefly, but I still get to see her around, so no complaints here.

    Like right then, I was watching TV with Adalia sleeping across from me when I caught Ash from the corner of my eyes creeping to the kitchen for a cup of water.

    That one little sifty glance I gave her way told me that while she strived to maintain a level of cleanliness that would make even the best of maids look incompetent, apparently that same level of care does not apply to herself.

    Dark rings on heavy eyelids, her hair flowing and shining, now had loose strands poking out of it. Telling signs of a marathon session… knew there was a reason why I don't see her on guard-duty in the morning as often as before.

    Ash had a hobby now.

    "Oh, good morning, Master."

    Detected some tension in her voice, which she tried to brush off by bowing her head at me, both hands wrapped around a mug.

    "Bit late for morning, don't you think?" I said, smiling slight.

    Got at least three different clocks hanging in the living room, Ash drifted her eyes onto one of them.

    Small hand at three, long hand at six… Ash still needed a little time to read time. Seeing her eyes scrutinize over every tick and tock, while muttering numbers under her breath made for a rather endearing sight.

    "Ah! My apologies!" Another bow in realization. "It seems I have lost track of time… I did not realize just how late in the day it was."

    "It's good," I said, then, noticing how her legs slowly gravitated to the staircase, added, "you uh… you having fun in there?"

    In there did not refer to her room. In there meant something else. I think she knew that, for her expression went a little rigid.

    "Not precisely… but it's been rather, well, enlightening to say the least."

    Seems I wasn't the only one on a journey of self-discovery, but I was definitely the only one who did it while munching on some corn flakes.

    "Alright, well…" Well what? Have fun? Didn't look like she was having any. "Just don't push yourself, okay?"

    There was a smile on her face, supposed that's her conveying that she was fine.

    Her eyes say otherwise.

    "Understood."

    Mug in hand, up she went, her door closing shut, leaving everything as it always has been.

    Nothing has been resolved since that one fateful day. That 'Later' that ended the night became an 'eventually' that has been placed up high on a shelf somewhere, in a safe, chucked into a vault, inside a volcano, deep under the ocean floor where it remains untouched to this day.

    Legends state that only those with balls ever heavy and existing would be worthy to claim such a relic, but alas, I seem to have misplaced my own sadly.

    Unfortunate that it is that I am unable to seek myself such splendor, at least I rest with confidence knowing no one else could either, so uh… tough shit, I guess.

    Besides, Ash seems to prefer acting like that night never actually happened, which was rather tough to accomplish considering this awkwardness between us was prompted by that one night.

    Whatever… if she wishes not to, then I wish not to either. Still, I was confident that there will come a day where the two of us will be peaches and cream once again but until that day comes… well, there's always television.

    Wasn't anything good on anyway…

    Actually, you know what? Do you know what we need here?

    When there arises a problem between two people that neither can resolve on their own, who ya gonna call?

    Three guesses, and no it's not the first one that came to mind, that's too easy.

    'Sides Ash ain't spooky anyway.

    A third party, we needed a third party. More specifically we needed a somebody. Some outsider with some outside perspective to our little domestic dispute here.

    Can't be just any outsider either, hell, anybody can have an opinion and advice on anything - that doesn't mean it'll be good. Take me for example, if I followed my own advice at the beginning of this supernatural escapade, I wouldn't even be here. I'll still be in that dingy little apartment paying off debts till my back gives out.

    No, we needed someone wise, preferably someone with much experience in living life, audacious too, someone who ain't afraid of calling out things as it was, who always speaks their mind even when they really shouldn't, bold, loud… brash…

    There were plenty of fishes in the sea, but not all of them would really fit your needs, someone of that description was practically a zebra in a forest of horses. Where on earth was I supposed to find someone like that?

    Maybe I should consider looking at online forums… don't expect the solution to come barging in at the front door, anyway.

    "HEYYY!"

    Someone barged in at the door.

    Someone bold, someone brash, someone very, very loud, someone… wearing a large sombrero.

    "Buenas tardes, amigo!" Underneath from that huge sombrero came a polite bow. "Como estas, eh?"

    Spanish was really not her thing. I know of murders, but she essentially just butchered the entire language with her attempt.

    "You're burnin - you're burning the sombrero!" I said, seeing white smoke wafting above her head. "Can you not burn the house down?"

    "Calmate, compadre," came her voice so carefree. "No te preocupes."

    "ENGLISH!"

    "Dude, chill!." arrived the English translation, voiced with an amused chuckle. "It's fire-resistant."

    Adalia was tossing and turning with all the commotion, didn't wanna wake her up, so I took her advice and chilled, scoffing. "You got a fire-proof sombrero?"

    Despite her claims of safety, she still took it off her head, and immediately it was like someone had lighted a beacon in the vicinity, a miniature sun, the way her crimson hair blazed and cascaded, swirling embers into the air - Ria then tossed her locks back, dusting away even more cinders soaring upwards.

    "Gift shops got everything nowadays." From a pocket in her leather jacket, she pulled out an object, tossing it towards my direction. "Here's ya souvenir, you're welcome."

    What landed in my open palms was something small, something very clunky, something...

    "Silvestre," I looked back up at her. "You got me cologne from a gift shop?"

    "Maybe what you need in order to get a girlfriend is a foreign smell, that's what I'm thinking, you know?" she explained. "I mean… no harm trying, right?"

    "Don't think I ever mentioned I wanted one…"

    "Ah, that's right," Ria's eyes lit up like bonfires. "You got an Elf on the mind, I nearly forgot. You got some exotic taste there, bud. How is she nowadays by the way? Managed to talk to her yet?"

    Ooo, couldn't answer that one, at least not right away… and even then the expression on my face already spoke on my behalf. Ria read it like an open book.

    "Aww, that silence is there is a no-no... tsk, tsk, what a shame."

    "I'm working on it."

    "Are you now?" She crossed her arms, eyebrows raised. "How you doing it? Do you go 'Look, we need to talk', or do you go 'Hey, good morning there, bye!', which is it?"

    "Well, aren't you a perceptive little birdy?"

    The phoenix gave a chuckle. "Well, I damn well oughta be. Been hanging from a detective's neck for years and years now. If I didn't learn a thing or two, I might as well be blind."

    Clacking on the polished wooden floorboards were her high-heeled boots, leading her towards the stairs where she took a seat on one of the steps, taking in a mouthful of the chilly afternoon air as she stared at me.

    "Well," she said. "Care to fill me in?"

    Oh… hold on, what was on the checklist just now? Audacious, bold, brash, speaking without a care in the world… wise - okay, maybe not wise.

    An outsider with an outside perspective. The third-party savior that could solve all our affairs.

    Well… she's no zebra, but I guess even a phoenix will do just fine.

    Right?

    I better get that stapler ready, just in case...

  
    Chapter 63: Catching Up

    Summarizing was like reliving.

    Y'know you get those people that tell you that living in the past was painful and that you need to move on with your life.

    And they'd be right.

    Relaying to Ria what has transpired these past few days were like bite-size versions of the events themselves. Everything from the grocery trip, to the cats, all the way till we reached Asteria, I felt every emotion, every bit of that frustration that I felt back then.

    My mood took a nosedive to the gooey sticky depths of misery… it was going take a while to get out of that swamp, for now though, Ria was done listening, her elbows atop the dining room table, her chin pillared atop folded hands, nodding ever so profoundly to the end of my tale.

    "You suck with girls."

    Oh gee thanks, I knew there was something missing with all the bitterness and sorrow I was feeling - insults, the perfect type of comfort.

    "Actually, scratch that - you just suck with people full stop."

    Fixed myself a cup of coffee as a stress reliever to which I took a sip out of right then. After hearing her input, I realize I'm probably gonna need a lot more than just one cup, aren't I?

    Ria's gonna make a caffeine addict outta me yet…

    "Anymore uh… much-needed feedback you wanna give, or are you done?" I asked.

    There came a cheeky, cheeky glint blazing in her crimson eyes along with a smile spreading glaringly wide.

    Oh boy…

    For the sake of my dignity and for reasons of the prideful kind, I will omit the details in her 'little' list of flaws that she laid out in front of me. Criticism is a great teacher but it was also a mean one, let's just leave it at that.

    Actually, you know what, abbreviated version - I'm kinda spineless. That's basically what her little spiel amounted up to.

    "Which is amazing, really," Ria remarked. "You can go up to an enraged Matriach and tell her to cut her bullshit, yet you also go full chicken saying hi to a harmless Elf. You're a mess."

    "Irene was so much better at this," I mused, gazing longingly to the heavens above for a savior in sight.

    Sadly there was no savior… only ceiling.

    And the only semblance of one that I do have was saying mean words to me like a big bully.

    Look at that, she's still smiling… what a cheeky cun - cunning woman.

    "Aww, am I not enough for you? You rather have her? That succubus? You're thinking of another girl when there's a perfectly fine one right in front of you? Ooo, what a player you are… playing hard to get like that."

    "No, I'm thinking of someone that might actually try and help me out."

    Ria made a gasping sound, feigning shock on her face. "And you think I won't?"

    I raised a brow. "Evidence that states otherwise?"

    "Silly, silly, you… did you forget? I'm under you, my little eggplant. What - do I need to call you 'Master' every ten seconds to remind you? I have to help you out! It's like in my genes or something."

    Well, I did get what I wished for, didn't I? Wanted brash, I got brash. Wanted bold, here you go. Did I ask for snark? Don't remember asking for snark… probably comes with the package.

    "Alright, if you say so…" Another sip in an almost empty cup. "Got any suggestions, a plan, or something?"

    Her chair squealed like a pig. Standing up so abruptly can make it do that, which she did, towering above me with a twinkle in her eyes, a smug look on her face.

    I thought perhaps maybe she did have a plan, the way she slowly leaned downwards, inching her face towards me, as if ready to tell me a secret in a whisper… it really did look like at it, so much so that I also leaned forward, anticipating, with ears keen and eager, so close now that I could hear her breathing, see her lips spread apart, and what she said to me was…

    "Later," She drew her head back, still smiling. "I need a shower."

    "Oh."

    Did I just get bamboozled?

    "Go right ahead, then," I said, collapsing back to my chair with a huff.

    "Care to join me?"

    My lips went gaping, and my eyes went staring. "Ria, can you not? Is there like a daily requirement you have to fulfill on how many times you have to tease me in a day?

    "Not teasing," she said, a bashful look on her face. "I really do mean it."

    Wasn't falling for that one. "Sure you do. Buzz off little birdie."

    "Alright then, your lost… no takebacks."

    And just like that, her little show of timidness went all but falling apart with her every step towards the bathroom upstairs. She took her sombrero with her too, probably going to chuck it in the guestroom where all the other souvenirs from her escapades ended up being left and neglected.

    She keeps this up, we're gonna have a house full of exotic artifacts. Ms. Worldwide right here.

    I took another sip, kicked back, and set my sights back on the television, watching but not really watching. Needed something to do while I waited and I'm sure as hell not going to leave myself wallowing in my thoughts.

    If I wanted depression, I'll go ahead and watch a sad movie, don't need my mind kicking my metaphorical teeth in 24/7.

    Oh would you look at that, I am watching a sad movie. I just can't win, can I?

    By the time Ria got back, the love-interest had sacrificed herself, main-character was a broken mess and the credits were rolling. What a punch in a gut, only slightly dampened by the fact that Ria waltz back in wearing that freakishly large sombrero on her head.

    "Brazil?" I asked her, taking another sip of my mug with nothing in it.

    "Costa Rica," she answered, her face in an expression of pure bliss. "Un lugar hermoso."

    "Judging by the tenderness in those words, I'm guessing France just got toppled off its throne?"

    "Tied. Probably tied."

    "So that's six countries down, where you off to next?"

    "Not sure," she paused, sparing a moment of thought. "Actually, I hear Australia is pretty interesting, maybe… it doesn't really matter where I go. What you have here on earth? Kronocia? It's got nothing on this world, I'll tell you that."

    Oh yeah, speaking of Kronocia… I discussed something with Adalia the day before, asked her some questions that needed answers and though she answered well, it was still answers given in a state of triple Zs. Highly doubt any of the answers she gave were as accurate as she believed them to be.

    Besides, doesn't hurt getting a second opinion.

    "You mind if I play some 20 questions with you?" I asked.

    Ria scoffed and took a seat again across from me. "Sure? Can't really think of any questions to ask you though."

    "It's fine," I said. "I'll ask the questions. Ready?"

    "Mmm-hmm."

    I hunched myself closer to the table and set my cup down. "Do you know of a province called Lamir?

    "Uh," Her eyes wandered briefly. "Google is your friend?"

    "Not Earth."

    "Oh. Um… well, I don't think so at least. Kronocia doesn't really have that many anyway."

    So Asteria has a Lamir but Kronocia does not. Okay, I guess Adalia wasn't all that unfocused. Next question.

    "What year is it currently in Kronocia?"

    "You mean if your dear mommy dearest didn't make Kronocia go boom?" Ria gave a small chuckle. "5449 A.E. is my guess. Irene could probably confirm better, though."

    5449 A.E. - that is ways away from the start of Asteria's plot. And then there are those initials again, hmm…

    "I asked Adalia this and she mentioned that A.E. stood for, uh… Alato… Alato Eva - Eva something, can't remember."

    "Alitro Elvanos."

    "That's the one. What does it mean? Adalia didn't know."

    "Oh no, she probably does," Ria said. "She probably just didn't know how to translate it in your words."

    "And in my words they are?"

    "I guess the most accurate translation would be…" She trailed away briefly, her face forming creases as she mulled it over for a moment before she finally answered. "After Cleansing."

    Well, that doesn't sound ominous at all…

    "Cleansing, huh? Cleansing what, exactly?"

    Turns out that was the question where I finally got her shoulders shrugging and her lips frowning.

    "Don't know."

    "You don't know or you're not telling?"

    Ria folded her arms. "Wouldn't lie. Besides, I'm not a historian, I go caw-caw and set things on fire. Also as far as I'm aware, we only started keeping track of things after A.E… before that? Probably lost history, nobody knows, at least nobody alive does anyway."

    Shame. Here I was trying to fit all the puzzle pieces together to form a perfect picture. The only problem is that I'm missing some parts, and the pieces I do have, most of the time they don't even fit well with each other.

    Why do Kronocia and Asteria share so many similarities with each other and yet also have so many inconsistencies between them? If Asteria really was based on Kronocia… they didn't really do a good job at replicating it.

    Unless that wasn't actually their intent.

    So what was?

    "Now I got a question for you!" Ria suddenly piped up.

    The suddenness of it had my train of thought stopping dead in its tracks as I looked up at her with a bemused, "What?"

    "Yeah. Question. My turn. You still want my help with the Elf?"

    So much eagerness in her tone, the enthusiasm lit up a fire in her eyes, blazing with so much fervor, it was actually quite unnerving.

    Still, who was the alternative here?

    I responded with a still bemused, "Yes."

    That mischievous grin that formed on her face raised some red flags. Then when she flung off her sombrero and drew out a detective's cap from her coat pocket, that's when I knew this probably wasn't the wisest choice.

    Oh, and then she also pulled out a magnifying glass - where the hell did she get that trench coat?!

    I remember now… England. I guess those souvenirs didn't really go to waste after all.

    "Ria Ignis, the love detective," she said, placing the cap on her head. "How do I look?"

    At this point, the fire alarm in my head was blaring loud and red as I frantically shook my head.

    "I don't need a love detective," I said at once.

    "Hush now, you don't know what you need." She stared at me through the magnifying glass. "Never hurts to try, right? It might actually help."

    My third party was a psycho bird-lady. But at this point, beggars can't really be choosers.

    

    "Alright then, fine!" I threw my hands in the air like I just didn't care. I cared. "What are you gonna do?"

    "Well, as a wise person once said - love is war,"  she flashed another smile that gave danger signs. "For starters, how about a battle strategy then, hmm?"

    I'm gonna need that other cup of coffee.

  
    Chapter 64: Ria Ignis The Love Detective, Part 1

    Leave it up to Ria to come up with the most batshit crazy of ideas. Haven't even known her for long but I just know without a doubt that she was essentially the brawns to Irene's brains.

    Had Irene actually been present in this here meeting of the minds, perhaps there might have also been some grounds for a little rationality 'cause as it was now, there was nothing rational about this plan of hers.

    Perhaps in her eyes, it was all rational, in which case, good game everyone. I am die. Thank you forever.

    "Then you kiss her." Ria finished with a simper.

    "I kiss her?"

    "You kiss her."

    I was sorely tempted to slam the table with my forehead right then. Luckily I got two things stopping me from doing so. One was the fact that I didn't wanna wake Adalia. Grumpy Vampires are not good. Number two - I was worried I might actually karate-chop the table in half with my skull, that's how strong the impulse was.

    "I get the feeling you disagree?" Ria said, her head tilted and her eyes squinted.

    "Oh, you think?"

    "Passive aggressiveness is very unbecoming."

    "No, setting the two of us up on a date alone together at a zoo, restaurant, and then an evening carnival session is very unbecoming. What are even these cliches? Did you get all your ideas from a shitty soap opera?"

    "Hey, how dare you!" Ria stood up, outraged. "Adios Mi Amor is one of the greatest romance stories ever to put on screen!"

    "Oh my god, you mean to say I've actually been taking pointers this whole time from a goddamn telenovela?!"

    "I'm helping you!"

    "No, this is your ship - you're shipping us!" I bellowed. "And you're steering that ship directly into an iceberg!"

    Ria flailed her arms about. "Well, you're sinking all the same anyway, Leonardo! You gotta do something to plug that hole, otherwise, it's to the ocean floor you go… again."

    

    "You really think this is gonna work?"

    "Darling, I know this is gonna work."

    There was so much confidence ringing with her claims, not just that either, her hands on her hips, and the intensity of her stare, they all just radiated with the exaggerated swagger of an audacious phoenix.

    I would say I had doubts, but there needed to be a semblance of uncertainty in order to even have those. I had no uncertainty, this was clearly the biggest nope that ever was, is, and will be.

    And the worst part about all of this?

    I was actually starting to believe her.

    'Why not?' A little itty bitty part of me dared speak out.

    Every recent encounter I have had with Ash always ended in downs. Isn't it high time to have one that actually ended in an up for once?

    A date. I've never been on a date before. I know. I know. What a surprise. Jokes aside, why not? No ulterior motives this time, no poking the sensitive spots, just a time for laughs and smiles - the two of us. Sounded fun.

    As friends, of course. Just as friends.

    "Besides…" Ria flashed a sly grin. "Maybe it'll end up with more than just a kiss, hm?"

    I gave her a cold dead stare in return. "Y'know I got a stapler upstairs. You keep those lips flapping like that, you're gonna get an order that will keep that beak of yours shut for good."

    "Woo, what a threat," Ria said, backing away with arms raised. "It's too bad you're too kind of a guy to actually follow up with it.'

    "Right…"

    "It's a compliment, sweetheart," she said, swaying her body energetically from side to side. "Kind is nice, you know? It's certainly what the Elf up there needs right now."

    Strange… that was a total inverse to what Irene had stated. Wasn't it cruel to be kind? Or have circumstances differ so greatly now that a bit of kindness was warranted after all?

    Guess we'll see… first things first, though, there was just one problem.

    "Well we can sit here hatching up all the devious schemes we want all day, it's only too bad you're missing out on the most important factor here."

    I let the mystery of it fester in her thoughts for a while as she stood there in silent contemplation. 'Course I already expected a bullshit answer to be coming out of her, but it wouldn't hurt to know what it was that she considered an 'important factor' here.

    "A diamond ring?"

    Damn, I was actually anticipating hearing condoms there. Guess she was purer than I originally thought.

    "Consent," I told her. "Going out is a two-way street. If the other person doesn't know about it, how is said person supposed to enjoy it?"

    Ria rolled her eyes. "Then just go ask her out, duh."

    "She's - !" I paused, finding for the perfect words. "She's busy right now... Up there. I don't really wanna disturb her."

    A mighty drawling grown emerged out of her agape lips, as she shambled on over towards the staircase, proclaiming with a feeble breath, "Fine! Then I'll go ask her."

    Oh no no no no no no no no no.

    "Ria, wait-wait-wait-wait! Stop! Stop!"

    But stop she did not. Ria kept going up and up like she was the Usain Bolt of staircases. The last thing I ever saw of her before she disappeared into the second floor was a bit of leg sticking out, spurring to the direction of Ash's room.

    Now all I had were sounds to go off of. Listening intently, grimacing badly, at the thud of her feet scampering across the hallway. Seriously, I wanted to shrivel up into a ball and die there upon hearing the dreaded knocking on wood.

    Ash's door always squeaked when opened, and this time, holy shit did it squeak, alright. It seemed louder than ever before.

    Then just like an ax-wielding murderous psychopath, Ria's voice echoed all the way from the doorway, with a loud cheery -  "Hey there, Missus Elf! Are ya winning?"

  
    Chapter 65: Ria Ignis The Love Detective, Part 2

    Dude, I wanna die so badly. Adalia please kill me again and end my cringing existence, please.

    "Mistress Ria?" exclaimed Ash's voice, and in my head, I pictured Ria just smiling right at her shocked expression.

    I had my ears straining to the max trying to hear bits and pieces of the conversation - in retrospect, I really shouldn't have done that.

    BOOM!

    That was my reenactment of what I just heard. An ungodly explosion of both sight and sound that left me utterly shooketh to my bones.

    A big bang that has gotten Ash exclaiming even more in a loud flustered voice, yelling, "Wha - M-Mistress Ria?! Whatever are you doing?! Mistress Ria!"

    Whatever the hell was she doing, indeed! The heck was going on up there?!

    The answer to that much-anticipated question literally came hurling at me in the face manifesting as a fiery blaze bolting in my direction with golden feathers ruffling with the wind.

    My eyes kept locked to the gigantic fire-chicken in flight, as it began circling laps around the dining room table, my jaw dropping to the ground in sheer disbelief.

    Adalia was tossing and turning around the living room sofa as a result of all the commotion, unfortunately, due to recent events, my concern for her comfort has slightly diminished - scratch that, I barely even paid notice to it.

    "This is you asking?!" I shouted.

    The constant flap of wings hovering in place drew my eyes down to an object swinging loosely in the clutches of her sharp talons. A large grey rectangular slab - a familiar-looking rectangular slab. Okay, I understand Ash's exasperation just now because I was certainly feeling it right then.

    "You took the laptop from her?!" I swiped at it, hastily plopping it on the table. "You outta your mind? What part of the sentence 'she is busy' did you misconstrue?!"

    Wings and talons within a flash and a swirl of fire immediately became smoldering locks of hair and arms crossed against one another standing right across from me.

    "What's the problem? She certainly ain't busy anymore, isn't she?" Ria answered with a self-satisfied smirk.

    "Well, aren't you just simply the best."

    "You know it."

    "I'm bringing this back to her, and you can - "

    Buzz off, fly away, skedaddle, or for a more eloquently phrasing- go fack off outta here. So many variations to finish that sentence with, but I never got to. The moment I spun myself around to the path up the stairs, something came to obstruct me from taking another step forth.

    More specifically, it was more along the lines of a someone than a something.

    Ash stood breathlessly atop the second step, her emerald eyes shifting about rapidly to make sense of the scene that fronted her - Ria in all her smugful glory and me, laptop in hand, awkwardly gawking at her like a shellshocked goldfish without any water.

    The only thing that could make this any worse than it already was, was if Adalia woke up from all the noise.

    Oh wait, she did!

    Peeking over from the couch was a pair of misty eyes, eyebrows slanted and visibly cranky. Goddamn it. My bad, Adalia.

    I noticed Ash still had her fingers wrapped around the controller. Just as I thought, Ria interrupted her in the middle of a game sesh… how sacrilegious of an act.

    It was like a mom confiscating her child's game or something, that's how this scene feels like and it's a scene I ain't having no part in, screw that. I know the feeling.

    "Uhh," There I was again, unsure of what to say to break the tension. "Ash, I - "

    "You're beloved Master over here has something to tell you," Ria interrupted me, gazing at the utter bafflement in my eyes with a mischievousness in her own. "Don't you now?"

    This little Kentucky Fried Chicken, I swear to God…

    "Yes, Master?" Ash spoke out, walking forward, her voice exuding greatly with an air of servitude. "Whatever do you need of me?"

    I felt my lower jaw flap about up and down like it had a screw loose, and although my lips were wide open, nothing except air emerged out of it. My eyes were doing all the talking, looking away from Ash's inquiring gaze to Ria's, who with expressions alone, kept urging and urging me to take action.

    Yeah screw it, got nothing to lose anyway.

    "Actually, yeah, I do have something to ask," From the corner of my eyes, I could see the love detective frantically nodding her head. "You know what? Let's keep things simple. Do you know what a date is?"

    "The date?" Ash frowned, her head turning over to the kitchen where a small calendar was tacked onto the fridge. "I believe it is the twelfth day in the month of - "

    "No, not the date, a date," I interjected. "Y'know like when - like before. Remember? We went walking around a mall, got to look at cars, even ate some parfait, remember that? That's a date."

    "I… I see…" She muttered, nodding her head. "And, uh... its purpose? At this date, are we of any objectives to fulfill?"

    "No, there are no objectives here. Can't really say it has any purpose either… it's just… well it's just a thing people do to have fun together."

    "Fun?" Some apprehension was present in her voice.

    "Yeah, fun," I said, straining my cheeks painfully with a smile. "It'll be fun, Ash. What do you say? Wanna go on, uh… on a date with me?"

    The next few seconds that followed were some of the most agonizing seconds I've ever experienced yet. Seriously, dying wasn't as bad as the silence that came after my question. Should I tell her to forget it? Do I say nevermind? Can I just run away now, never look back, start a new life, change my name, live like a hermit for the rest of my -

    "Okay," came Ash's answer, evidently still bemused by the whole thing. "I shall go and ready myself now before we depart for - "

    "No, no, no, not today, Ash!" I said, quickly recovering from her reply. "It's a bit late for that now. Tomorrow! We'll go tomorrow, alright?"

    Ria's expression on her face was the equivalent of a mad genius seeing their master plan be executed without a hitch. I half-expected her to start cackling like a deranged lunatic… but no, a wide smile baring teeth was all that was present on her.

    "Tomorrow it is, then." Ash bowed her head. "I shall keep a reminder for the event."

    "Awesome," was all I could say.

    Five seconds of silence was enough for awkwardness to come barging in at us again. Oh, I hated it. Now what?

    "Can I… May I have that back, please?"

    Ash pointed a finger to the side of me, where the laptop still laid folded in my grasp.

    "Oh, yeah, yeah - sure. Here you go."

    Unlike Ria, I was no grouchy mama bear confiscating playthings. I handed the laptop to her wanting hands, no strings attached, and no restrictions to hinder.

    "Thank you, Master," Ash bowed her head again, clinging the laptop close to her chest.

    "No problem," I said, my cheeks no longer strained. "Okay… I think that's all. Until tomorrow, yeah?"

    "Tomorrow," She affirmed, smiling back. "Tomorrow…"

    Ash treaded a few steps back until she reached the foot of the staircase, from there, she took another bow towards Ria's direction before turning back and finally covering the rest of the distance towards her bedroom door.

    The resounding click of her door handle concluded our brief interaction.

    Here comes now the interlude, approaching with the tilt of a head and with a snigger barely stifled.

    "You guys are so cute together," fawned Ria, her fingers wrapped around each other.

    "Shut up," I sniped at her while also failing to suppress the goofy grin I had. "It's platonic.

    "Uh-huh, sure it is." A pat on the shoulder was what this calls for and Ria patted away at me like a proud mama bird to her flying hatchlings.

    "Welp, tomorrow's tomorrow," She said, letting out a breath. "Yet alas, a love detective's work is never done."

    "You ain't done?"

    "Never will be," She piped up, both eyes and legs scouring around every inch of my body. "Fashion. Tsk, tsk, tsk… you're hopeless. Lucky for you, I went to France. Even picked up a thing or two."

    I shook my head. "I don't need any fashion advice from a - "

    "Yes you do, hush yourself. We'll be going out in a bit, prepare for that - in the meantime though..." Ria spun around to the living room, her arms spread far and wide as if hugging a large invisible teddy bear. "Adalia! Pancakes?"

    "You… woke… me…"

    "I know," She said in a weak attempt at sounding apologetic. "But pancakes?"

    Adalia's eyebrow gradually became less furrowed. "Okay…"

    Damn, when I accidentally wake her up, I get a few hours of pouting and the silent treatment. I gotta learn how to start making pancakes.

    "Want some too, dear ol' Master of mine?" Ria said to me along her way to the kitchen stove.

    "Yeah, sure, I'll bite."

    For now though… looks like I got me some clothes shopping to do today. What fun this will be, I'm sure.

  
    Chapter 66: Another Ride On The Bus

    Apparently, it had rained outside recently. Didn't notice it had, didn't even notice when it stopped. Came out of the house and only realize once droplets came falling down from the rafters.

    From the slippery slopes of the front porch's stairs to the sidewalk paving the path to the nearest bus stop in sight. Would you like to guess how many scenarios had gone through my head during that short trek from point A to B?

    If you're thinking in the millions, then you're thinking too small. Get big, like quintillion times bigger  - you know, in fact - I don't think there's a universe out there in the vastness of the multiverse within the great omniverse that could actually quantify the many outcomes I have foreseen happening in this trip.

    Was I perhaps blowing this entire thing a little out of proportion? Do you think me perhaps a great exaggerator? An unreliable narrator, perchance?

    Please, why on Earth would I ever be so overly dramatic about a simple stroll into town? It ain't like I got a great big flaming bird strolling alongside me, humming whimsically with all care in the world gone with the howling humid wind.

    I'm not even gonna try and finish that joke, you know how the rest goes already.

    Oh yeah, also, just to add - yeah… Adalia was here with us.

    "Why though?" I remembered asking way back during pancake time.

    Adalia's cheeks were bulging with maple syrup at that point in time, so instead of a simple, albeit, drawled out answer from the vampire, I received in its stead a pocketful of snark, spoken through a mouthful of pancakes as well.

    "Is it really not obvious at all why?" Ria raised an eyebrow. "You really want me to spell it out for you?"

    Oh yeah, that's right, I forgot. I'm the literal reincarnation of Sherlock Holmes. I'm supposed to be able to deduce every single action to explain every single reason for every single thing.

    Why do I even ask questions at all, right? I mean, who do I think I am, a regular human being? Pff…

    Actually, scratch that, I may not also be that as well...

    "Can we just skip the part where you make fun of me for a bit and actually get into the reason why?"

    Ria swallowed, then chugged some juice, slamming her glass onto the table with a pout. "Man, but that's my favorite part..."

    "Ria…"

    "Okay, alright! Reason - go on and look at her, ignore the syrup on her face, focus on her appearance. Whaddaya see?"

    It was clear Adalia intended to abstain from any form of discussion whatsoever, perfectly content in simply indulging on what was to be her fourth helping of Ria's deliciously delectable hospitality.

    What do I see? Well, droopy clouded eyes, dim grey frazzled locks of hair, a somewhat neutral expression on her face - I don't know what I was supposed to be looking at.

    "Here's a hint," Ria muttered through another mouthful. "Frills and laces, can't miss 'em now, can you?"

    To cut a long story short, my eyes went veering downwards from her face and that was when I immediately understood. It never really clicked throughout our whole living-together arrangement but yeah, matters not the occasion - morning, afternoon, or evening - Adalia exuded the very definition of the word 'Classy'.

    Like the Italic font type of classy, that's the type of classy we're talking here. Nailed that gothic look down to the strand.

    "Vampires," Ria said with a grin. "Striking fear in the hearts of millions while doing it all in style. Really, If I have to give them anything, they are like the crème de la crème of fashion sense."

    Fast forward to more recent times, and there we were, boarding the big metal box of people heading onwards to a destination not of my choosing, not this time at least.

    Ria was steering this ship, I was just the prisoner chained below deck. Guess that makes Adalia quartermaster on this occasion.

    Also, that thing I do with Ash. You know, the thing I do where I actually take a little precaution and take into account that the supernatural and the natural are like oil and water to each other, hence the hoody Ash always wears on our outings.

    Nope, fiery and proud Ria was, questioning stares be damned, she marched onto the bus, head held high, blazing a trail of red that left passengers doing a double-take on her.

    Adalia's catwalk to the back of the bus was at least more along the lines of normalcy. So long as she kept her mouth shut and her hands buried underneath long sleeves, she was fine.

    Don't think it needed to be said that no one batted an eye at me. Why would they? I felt so out of place plopping in between those two despite the fact I was supposed to be the normal one here, how the heck does that even work?

    "Couldn't have worn your sombrero, at least?" I whispered as the bus roared into motion. "Detective hat is not gonna hide all that glowing you got going on under there."

    Ria feigned annoyance in her eyes, adjusting the cap with much aggression in her movement. "Do you ask a fish to stop swimming in water? The leaves to stop swaying in the wind?"

    "No, I'm asking politely for fire to stop burning. Is that really so hard? Look - you got kids over there staring at you."

    She gave a glance, briefly, towards said kids - peeking over from their seats two rows over. They made some eye contact, and then Ria raised a hand and waved over them.

    Kids waved back, smiled, and took to their seats once more.

    Now there was this expression on her face, a very infuriating one, one that stare at me from the corner of my eyes going: 'Yeah, you were saying?'

    "Here's some words of wisdom from an old weary phoenix," Ria began, her tone overbearingly pompous. "People know what normal is. And people don't break from the normal easy. They're gonna look over at me and see a beautiful lady on fire, you think their first thoughts are gonna be, 'Oh, she's probably a phoenix from another world,' - Nah. I'm cosplaying! I'm a very, very, very dedicated cosplayer with some talent for special effects. End of story. Now that's what normal is."

    So ends daily life lessons with Ria The Bird from Sesame Street with a swish and a flick of a wagging finger.

    Me, only vaguely paying attention to half of what she said, simply nodded my head and asked, "So Costa Rica, Canada, France - the likes… you went to them all…?"

    "As I am now," She said, her nose up high in the air. "Ria Ignis, untamed."

    Well, so long as I wasn't getting any funny questions from strangers, I won't be so insistent on it. If she wanna let her hair down, by all means then. I got plenty of other things on the mind right then - case in point…

    "Money is gonna be an issue," I muttered, shifting uncomfortably in place. "I suggest we just grab the cheapest-goodest looking piece they have and bounce out of there."

    The look of horror that formed on Ria's face implied that what I just said was the equivalent of an act of heresy to the fashion industry.

    "What are you saying?" She asked, looking at me like I was completely unhinged. "You're not gonna even bother? Really? Ash is sprucing herself up there for you tomorrow and you're just gonna show up on her looking like you just robbed a hobo of his only shirt?"

    "Hey, I like this shirt."

    Ria shook her head slowly at me, genuine sadness in her eyes. "I don't know why you even have eyes anymore."

    "Look, unless you're suggesting we rob the place, we're not going to be getting anything top of the line there. You think money grows on trees?"

    I felt something heavy plop onto my lap, a thick heavy bundle of green bound together in two layers of rubberbanding. It took a moment for me to register just exactly what it was that befell on my aching thighs, once I did though… oh boy, was I even more confused than before.

    

    "Where'd you get this?"

    "Money doesn't grow on trees," Ria said, dropping another stack to the side of the other. "But they sure as hell do come from phoenixes."

    "Where'd you get this?" I repeated.

    "Y'know what a 'Shaman' is in Spanish?"

    I gaped at her. "You didn't..."

    "Curandero," Ria answered, looking absolutely satisfied with herself. "There's a bunch of once-sickly Costa Ricans out there now with my spit in their digestive systems and a healthy smile on their face. Also a bunch of Canadians, French… probably a few Germans too."

    The heaviest of the two stacks, I held against an open palm. The sheer size of it and the way my hand kept slanting from the weight had me nervously chuckling in awe. "I'm guessing your saliva didn't come cheap at all."

    "No, it indeed did not." She said. "At least for those who can actually afford me. Those that aren't able to… well, let's just say I have my charitable moments too."

    "Well, you got a mini-fortune right here, Robin Hood," I said, flipping through a thick wad with my fingers.

    "No, I don't. You do."

    The flipping stopped. "What?"

    "Hey, it's not like I have any use for it myself. Go nuts, man."

    The way Ria shrugged her shoulders was as if she wasn't just about to give me enough money to cause an inflation to a small economy. My poor wallet can only hold so much too, and what's more...

    "What's yours is yours, Ria," I said, handing them back to her. "Can't really… can't really accept this, you've earned it."

    Correction: I tried handing them back to her. She refused it, shoving them back at me till they were practically hugging my chest. An immediate shutdown.

    "Oh, yes you can accept it, don't even kid yourself. It's your pride that won't let you. Question is…" An eyebrow raised, a twinkle in her eye. "Are you really gonna let that stop you?"

    Indecision. These past couple of days, it proved rife with every major choice I made throughout the day, even including the less significant ones. It's gotten to the point where I second-guess what drink I want to go with breakfast.

    But money? The smell of greens, the feel of its smooth texture gliding across your fingertips, creases and all?

    Silently I patted around my pants for the deepest pockets it has, and then after a bit of ruffling around, those fat wads of cash soon became fat bulges sticking out of my pants.

    "My pride hates me now…" I muttered, sighing over my utter defeat against temptation. When it comes to money, it was like an uphill battle with no peak… and the slopes were also covered in butter.

    Ria, like the whispering devil by the shoulder she was, simply smirked and nodded approvingly at the act of human greed happening before her eyes, before setting her sights back to the front of the bus, ending the conversation with a nonchalant, "Then it's a good thing you had very little to begin with."

    Ow.

    Of course, for every blazing devil on the left was a misty white angle to the right and surprise, surprise - I so happened to have one right here, complete with the standard set of fangs and razor-sharp claws. You know, like the ones from the Bible. I just so happen to completely forget she was even beside me in the first place.

    Not my fault. Adalia just blends in so well with the ambiance of everything. If it hadn't been for the bumps on the road gently bashing her head against my arm, I probably would have just departed off the bus without her once we've actually reached town.

    Actually, I'm still kinda surprised she didn't mind coming along. Rainy and cloudy though it was, afternoon was still afternoon there's no changing that. I rarely ever see her up this early.

    "Hey, Adalia," A simple question wouldn't hurt, right? "You aren't tired at all?"

    The slow eventual turn of her gaze to mine was creepy as shit, especially with that blank stare of hers, then opposing that was her voice, so gentle and soft, whispering to me, "This outing you have.... with Ash… will it make the two of you… happy?"

    Genuine curiosity, the way she tilted her head at me. Pairing with that was a genuine concern over me.

    It was a nice gesture.

    "That's the whole idea," I said, smiling slightly. "Here's hoping, huh?"

    Adalia slowly turned away too, her eyes facing to the front.

    "Then I'm not… tired…" she muttered.

  
    Chapter 67: Pick And Choose

    It was a little while later that we finally hopped off the bus. Watched it leave us in the trail of black smog. Bid farewell to its rickety seat and for its kind demonstration of inertia and its effect on the frail human physique.

    Went green face in the face as a result of it and had to take a breather to collect myself. Thank God for stop signs and their rusted metal beams.

    Always a 50/50 chance to either end up fine after a dollar fifty-sen roller-coaster ride to town, or to feel as if the ground was rising and you're about to tumble.

    With Ash, I had the good 50. With Ria, it was the latter. Pretty sure someone was trying to tell me something here. The numbers don't lie.

    And of course, couldn't even have a peaceful moment to myself before Ria started up again with her antics. This time, said antic laid limp at the palm of her hand stretched out before me in offer.

    Smelled it before I even saw it, and like a dog to good hygiene, it had my nose wrinkling and my head recoiling back.

    "Seriously?" I asked in disbelief.

    "Very much," She replied, shoving it closer to my face until it was the only thing in sight. "It wounds me that you would just leave this behind like that without even putting it on once."

    "I left it behind because it reeks to high heaven."

    "It's just cologne, O' great and powerful picky one," Ria said, folding her arms and drawing away temporarily from assaulting my senses any further. "I didn't get you a skunk in a bottle."

    "I hate cologne."

    "I'm starting to think you just hate being attractive overall," She deadpanned. "C'mon, I'm still being nice good detective Ria over here. Don't bring out the bad unpleasant detective, she hasn't had her afternoon coffee yet and she can get pretty cranky, I'll tell you that."

    Ria waggled the small glass bottle between my eyes again. Don't know what she was expecting, was she hoping I'd get hypnotized by the sway of the fluid inside of it or something?

    If she was, then, congratulations, now I'm even more reluctant to put it on… having to bear watching it swing from left to right had me fighting down the afternoon's pancakes from defying gravity and scaling up my throat.

    Adalia, sadly, proved of no help to my plight. Looked around only to find her standing off into the distance, observing us silently with little interest like a bored cat lazily awaiting for the next mildly interesting thing to wander past her way and catch her attention, if only for a little while.

    Ah, screw it. I rather smell like 40-year-old men in suits than to have the bitter aftertaste of bile constantly at the back of my mouth.

    So after a brief wonder of life's grievances and its insistence of inflicting pain upon me, I swiped the bottle from the devil's clutches, twisted loose the cap, and felt a sprinkle and a splash of freezing cold lash out mercilessly at the surface of my throat.

    This, and all under her watch, gazing at me with such a satisfied expression as I handed the cologne back to her, smelling like I just grounded fifty different flowers with fifty different types of spices together.

    People like this smell?

    "Now, according to the cashier from the gift shop, after putting that on, the next girl that turns your way would turn out to be - "

    "The girl of your dreams," I interjected, sighing, and beginning to walk. "Not my first rodeo with soap operas. I know how it goes."

    I can only thank my lucky stars that the rest of the journey down to the nearest clothing outlet consisted of nothing but downtime where I could just relax and take in the chilly air. Experienced enough of Ria's spontaneity in one day to last me a couple of weeks at the least.

    Then once we made our way into the store, there came even more questioning stares and raised eyebrows in our direction. Took only one shifty glance from the employee by the counter for me to get the message.

    'Gonna need to keep an eye out for this lot here, definitely.'

    It's not like I can blame them either, we were like the start of a bad joke here.

    So a Human, a Phoenix, and a Vampire walked into a clothing store, and then the phoenix said to the employee - "Where's your 'I'm in desperate need of good clothes for a date' section in this place?"

    There wasn't even a punchline. That's how bad it was.

    The poor employee could only blink back his bewilderment, pointing a dubious finger towards the left-wing of the building.

    "Thanks a bunch," The Phoenix smiled and winked.

    And so the joke trio scampered on deeper into the building, leaving in their wake, a long line of unsuspecting customers stopping dead in their tracks to simply marvel and watch as a beacon of smoldering brightness wandered past them.

    Seriously, I'm actually quite surprised at just how far these people can stretch and suspend their disbelief, simply moving on with their day like they didn't just see glowing embers fluttering out of that humming girl's hair.

    Normal is what normal does, huh? Guess Ria really was on to something there.

    "Ooo, I like this one," Ria said, taking in pairs of twos a bundle of clothes from the rack.

    Seeing so many coat hangers hooked to all ten of her fingers made for a rather bizarre sight. Not even my sister was this much of a fanatic.

    "So many?" I asked.

    She frowned at that. "This is many?"

    Didn't like the sound of that.

    And so begins my involuntary duty as her begrudging mule. The next ten minutes involved me being dragged along with her every whim by the reins, the stacks of shirts she flung into my hands piling up high by the seconds.

    "This one looks nice too."

    At this point, everything in the store looked nice to her. Pretty soon, I'm going to end up having the entire building in my hands, and still she wouldn't be satisfied with her selections.

    "Hey, probably should have asked this earlier but do you think you'll go better wearing light black or dark gray?"

    I have a feeling that question was directed at me, sadly can't really tell nor see if that was the case because Mount Clothing piled up high enough that my eyes weren't even able to see past it anymore.

    Light black or dark gray, what the hell?

    "Aren't they just the same thing?" I asked, my voice muffled by the gigantic heap of fabric.

    "No, dummy," I heard her say like I just got my ABCs wrong. "They're completely different colors. Are you colorblind?"

    No, just blind actually. All thanks to your lack of impulse control.

    Now, you must be wondering where on Earth was Adalia in the midst of all this. Well, I could ask the same question, hadn't a clue where the hell she wandered off to, not until I inadvertently bumped into her and the small cushion she was sitting on in the middle of the aisle.

    Think I might have elbowed her actually if the slight swelling sensation on my elbow was anything to go by. Whoops.

    "Shit, my bad, Adalia," I said, craning my head around the pile in my hands to look at her. "Didn't see you there."

    I'm starting to get the feeling that Adalia was made of stone or something. She didn't even blink, nor was she even fazed one bit, her misty eyes set on rifling through the contents of a fashion magazine she held in her grasp.

    Guess someone found a way to pass the time.

    "Black… is better…" She muttered, not looking up from the page.

    "What?"

    "Wear… black…" Adalia elaborated. "Ash always wears white… opposite colors… you'll look nice… together."

    "Ah," I nodded my head. "I'll keep that in mind, then. Thanks."

    "Ria is waiting… for you…"

    Didn't know how she knew that without even drawing her eyes away from the magazine, but hey, Matriarchs… what do I know what they're capable of?

    

    "I don't suppose you know where she's at right now?"

    Omniscient was the only possible explanation I could think of for how she was able to point me in the right direction right then, her finger raised towards the direction of the fitting room with absolute certainty.

    "Thanks," I smiled at her.

    "Avoid… skinny jeans…" she muttered as I waltz by her. "Not for you…"

    "Noted."

    After a bit of navigating the narrow walkways, and tripping twice on a mannequin's feet, I finally managed to make my way over to Ria, who for her part looked rather unimpressed with my attempt at punctuality, impatiently tapping her boot on the ground as if she was doing a one-legged tap dance.

    "So you wanna go with gray or black?"

    "Black," said I at once, laying down the colossal heap accumulated on the nearest bench in sight. "Favourite color."

    "Awesome, was thinking that too," she said, swinging open the door to a tightly compact room, bowing her head with a curtsy, saying, "Now, if your Majesty would so kindly let himself into the fitting room, we can finally get started."

    Swiped a set from the pile, hung them over my arm, and step into the cramped space where then Ria promptly shut the door closed.

    "You better brace yourself there, buddy," Ria called out from outside. "You got a lot of outfits to look forward to."

    "You're picking out the next for me?" I asked, unbuckling my belt.

    "Nope," came her distant voice. "Adalia's sorting through it now. I'm just here for the spectacle and the laughs. Don't disappoint, alright?"

    "Thought you were the one with the eye for fashion here?"

    From that question emerged a hearty chuckle.

    "Do you see a tailor's hat on my head anywhere?" Ria giggled again. "Adalia's your girl here. Cheer her on, yeah?"

    I felt my long sigh pervade the open air all around me. This was going to be a long process, isn't it? I just know it.

    But when I took a glance in the mirror, I did not see any hint of frustration on that man's face. It was quite the opposite, actually.

    A smile reflected back at me.

    It seemed despite the moaning and complaining and the ceaseless whining - that man there was genuinely having fun in their company.

    Even if he didn't want to admit it.

  
    Chapter 68: Two Sides Of A Door

    Admittedly, it was a strange place and time to get all sentimental-like with the setting, especially since I was essentially staring at my bare naked self in the mirror dressed in nothing but my boxers.

    Still, that didn't stop that fuzzy feeling from lingering inside me all throughout the fitting session, I came out of the dressing room with my happiness meter all the way to the max only to be slapped in the face with -

    "Bad. Go back. Try this."

    Ria flung the next set of clothes at supersonic speed, screeching to a halting stop as it slammed against my now rigid smile, before plopping down to my outstretched hands below.

    Without another word, I turned tail and reentered the safe space, where I swore to never again show any form of weakness.

    And so thus began a small mini fashion show presented by yours truly with your host Ria the Phoenix, and world-renowned Adalia the Matriarch acting as our judge for today.

    How well would I fare against such scrutinizing gazes upon me? Find out in the next episode of Fashion Wars.

    If there was ever an Olympic event for clothes wearing, well you're looking at a pioneer right here, I had worn plenty of shirts and taken off enough pants to actually become a connoisseur in the sacred art of jacket on, jacket off.

    Pretty sure I'm unknowingly holding a world record by now. Gonna have to verify with Guinness on that whenever I get a chance.

    In terms of presentation, however, I wasn't faring all that well on that front.

    4/10s sometimes 5s, don't think I ever got rated a 6 yet, despite the selections of clothes getting smaller by the minute.

    "How's this?" I asked in what was to be my 32nd time exiting the fitting room.

    Ria paused, Adalia stared and I held my breath.

    "Better," shrugged the Phoenix. "Not great, but not terrible. So-so, I guess."

    The Matriarch nodded in agreement.

    Well, thank God for that. I just about had it with the boos and jeers.

    "So are we done?" I asked, allowing myself some frail semblance of hope.

    "Did I say we were?" said Ria, snuffing out that hope so mercilessly. "You're a fickle contestant. We aren't gonna stop till you're fit for public viewing."

    "Thought I was so-so."

    "You ain't done till I say so," She threw over another set. "Adalia has a good feeling about this one - oh, keep the jacket you have on now, change everything else."

    By then the routine has pretty much become muscle memory, effortlessly catching the clothes in my hand before they could go splatting on my face.

    Guess 33rd time's the charm.

    This fitting room here at the corner of the building was like a home away from home. Think I might have spent more time here than I do in my own room, and because of that familiarity, my whimsical thoughts reigned freely in the short intervals of silence.

    I hated being alone with my thoughts.

    Somehow they'd always find the shadow to every bright side. In this case, Ria shone bright… and there I was, fiddling with a belt buckle, gazing into the mirror, wondering briefly for her shade.

    And unfortunately, just like Ria, I too was a slave to every whim that came to mind, even when I was fully aware that I shouldn't really be acting upon it.

    Call it a bad habit, I guess. I seem to have a lot of those.

    "Been thinking, actually," I spoke out loud.

    "If it's another clothing suggestion, I don't wanna hear it. The last one was bad enough."

    I was tempted to snap away with a clever retort, but my train of thought refused to be derailed.

    "You're gonna love this one then," I said.

    "Am I now?" There was doubt in her voice.

    "Sure, you ready?"

    "Go for it."

    "Why were you trapped in that amulet?"

    Normally, confrontations were something I'd steer away from. Normally, this wouldn't even be a question to consider. But that flimsy wooden door between us was like a filter for this sort of thing.

    You can ask away, and the only thing that would be staring back at you would be the four walls surrounding you. No eyes, no face, just a wooden slab.

    Another normal was a sarcastic response back to that question. Abnormal was the silence that instead followed after.

    

    I began to unbutton. "If it's a personal thing, then you don't really have to say. Was just curious so - "

    "Personal, indeed," She finally spoke, a hint of amusement in her voice. "Now, I'm curious… how did you even go about thinking about something so irrelevant here?

    "We all have our problems. I have mine, certainly. Ash has hers… Adalia, Irene..." I took in a breath. "I just notice that you never share yours."

    My rhythm was all out of sync now. Took forever to remove an article of clothing. It seemed like with every word that funneled out of me, the more difficult the process becomes.

    Only downside about the door was that I couldn't tell what was what. Got no cues to go off of - only her voice, and even that was a puzzle in of itself. Didn't know if that snort I heard just then was a good or bad one.

    "Well, if I do find a problem worth sharing," She said. "Then I guess I know exactly who to go to now."

    Done with the shirt, I moved on to the jeans, another button to uncouple. "As far as I'm concerned, all problems are worth sharing. Someone as peppy as you are… you gotta have a few things to say, right?"

    "I'm happy therefore I have issues?" Somehow I get the feeling she was crossing her arms out there. "How many leaps of logic did you take to find your way to that conclusion?"

    "Call me a pessimist, but I find it hard to believe you got to where you are without going through a couple of issues first," I replied. "I'm just in here wondering if you still are."

    "Oh, no, no, no, you stop yourself right there mister," She said, airing out again in jest. "You touched the pond with soaps. I live it. I know how this goes. Don't even think about going there."

    "Why not? Maybe… maybe I can help out."

    Saying that, I readily expected to hear amused laughter brushing the offer away. I did hear that. But what I didn't expect to hear was just how stiff it sounded out loud.

    "Alright, lookie here, let me put it in a way that a benevolent goody-two-shoes like yourself would be able to understand: I am not your damsel to be saved."

    Clearly, I was creeping close to a line there… I knew I shouldn't cross it, but that closed door, the flow of the conversation, the overbearing quiet - I just couldn't help myself.

    "Whose damsel are you then?"

    Muscle memory had me donning on the new set of clothes in a brief span of time. Muscle memory had me gazing at my reflection, seeing myself, and being in disbelief over my own audacity.

    Muscle memory without thinking had me opening that door, crumbling away the barrier that had stood between us, to reveal Ria standing right before me, an enigmatic expression plastered on her face.

    "Look, Mr. Hero, you don't really wanna go down my rabbit hole, trust me, you won't like the burns and scars you'll get burrowing in… I'm more trouble than you could ever imagine. 'Sides, don't forget, it ain't me you're going on a date with here. Focus on her, alright?"

    Said so lightly, yet her words felt so heavy. Again, there was nary a hint of displeasure, annoyance - it's like she never gets angry. Always smiling, she was always so bright…

    It made me wonder if she's ever been snuffed.

    Couldn't ask anymore though. Didn't have that door no more.

    "Alright then," I said, nodding.

    She nodded back, smiling, as she did, her eyes shifted up and down, making that smile grow wider.

    "Now, you're looking good," She said, then spinning herself backward, called out, "Adalia?"

    "Yes…" came an approving whisper. "Perfect…"

    "The Matriarch gives her blessing," Ria said, turning back to me. "Guess that's that then."

    "I suppose," responded I with a shrug.

    "Welp!" She proclaimed, clasping her hands together. "Bring out some of them greens, brother. Let's bounce this joint."

  
    Chapter 69: Mission Accomplished, Part 1

    Ria was never one for keeping things simple. Every sentence that came out of her always hid another way it could be conveyed, usually veiled behind a thick layer of sarcasm.

    Give a person a few minutes, and they'll come to learn quick that conversations with her were essentially just a vocalized rendition of tic-tac-toe, and most of the time, they'll find themselves attaining more losses than they do wins… provided Ria was on her A-game.

    For some reason, I don't think that was the case here. So quick to stifle the conversation shut, didn't even do a roundabout to throw it back in my face somehow - no attempt of evasion was as brazen as this one. She wanted the discussion dropped fast.

    How did I know?

    Well if the five sets of apparels left unworn by the benchside weren't proof enough, then there was also the added bonus that Adalia was attempting to hide away such incriminating evidence by the wayside, and by wayside I meant she just slid them right behind herself.

    Subtle, Adalia, subtle.

    Still, even Adalia could sense something was amiss, if anything, she could read the air like no one else and if the air could indeed speak, they would tell me that Ria wanted out.

    Very generous of her to aid Ria in that aspect.

    Seems even the bold and brash have some things she would rather not talk about.

    Noted, clear and loud.

    "You paying or am I?" I asked, hauling out a big bundle of bills from my pant pocket.

    Ria raised her hands up in front of her. "Your money now, remember?"

    "Ah yes… you know, I never did thank you, did I?"

    "You're welcome," She flashed a smile. "Now go on and make the clerk an offer he can't refuse."

    It took quite a bit to sort out the mess that was the pile of trial and tested clothes to the side, but eventually, we got it all sorted out quite nicely with a little help from the store assistants.

    Ria insisted on me keeping on the newly acquired clothes I had on then. Said I should get as comfortable as I can get with them. For the sake of not starting up a futile argument where I would inevitably end up losing and she gloating, I consented with her request.

    What I did not consent to, however, was the vile act of chemical warfare Ria was doing on my sense of smell.

    She sprayed another dosage - another heavy dosage of the dreaded stench of perfume sprinkled onto every inch of me.

    "Now it smells like you too," was the reasoning to justify such heinous torture

    Something tells me that argument wouldn't hold up in court.

    Couldn't even be bothered by then to even put up a fight. Moving on, moving on - the end was nigh upon us, and boy, did I yearn for that end… I needed a long hot shower after everything.

    Haven't reached that end yet though, unfortunate to say… we still had a piper that needed paying.

    The total amount amassed in the name of fashion soared up to the triple digits. Seriously, I thought the cash register was bugged when I saw the price, it took a few affirmations from the clerk to finally accept the notion that the two mythical beings on either side of me just had really expensive taste.

    I can only imagine what a dinner at a restaurant would entail, financially speaking. Pretty sure even Jeff Bezos would raise an eyebrow at that bill.

    Regardless though, I paid in full, and when the clerk asked whether it'd be in card or cash, I let the resounding echo of the stack of bills slamming against the countertop answer for me.

    Wasn't intentionally flexing on him, I just didn't have any other place to put the money on. Despite my heritage, I wasn't born with three hands, after all. Don't think it was a perk in either Mom or Dad's genetic pool, so sadly I have to make do with just two.

    "Five fifty-one… five fifty-two… Alright five-five-three and fifty cents," I proclaimed, smiling like all was right in the world.

    The cashier with his dubious gaze, luckily spoke no questions, and promptly ringed us up, bagged everything else, and bid us a happy afternoon as we strolled away to the outside world once more.

    By the way, that everything else that was bagged? Apparently, while I was busy playing model, Ria, with a bit of aid from her pale friend, picked up a few selections for Ash too.

    Selections that, as it turns out, I couldn't get privy with, just as my curiosity went peeking into the bag, Ria swiped it away from view like a paranoid detective holding some vital document for a conspiracy.

    "There's a saying," Ria said, glancing at me like I just committed the biggest taboo in mankind's history. "The groom doesn't get to peek on the wedding dress until his bride-to-be is wearing it in all its glory."

    So glad we weren't walking across the street just then, because hearing that made me freeze up on the spot in sheer disbelief.

    "Well, didn't know you already had me engaged," I said, slowly recovering. "Who the hell am I practicing my 'I do's' to?"

    "Silly questions deserve silly answers. Do you want a silly answer?"

    I sighed. "Ash is just a friend."

    "Sure," Ria nodded. "In the same way that chickens are actually just dinosaurs, yeah I guess so."

    "You're losing me with your metaphors now…"

    A red light in a crosswalk had Ria turning a glance my way.

    "Face it, Romeo, you practically killed yourself saving your Juliet and she in return could have killed herself saving you. I mean, just what is the ultimate profession of love if not having to kill yourselves over one another?"

    

    The light turned green and we began to cross.

    "You're scaring me, love detective, you really are," I muttered. "Hope this date of yours doesn't involve either one of us going on a trial to test how much we love each other or something."

    "Ooo, idea!"

    "Shit."

  
    Chapter 70: Mission Accomplished, Part 2 

    Okay so, prior to my previous claims where I wished and desired for home ever earnestly, I decided instead, in a spur and a glance to the sidelines, that maybe a short detour along the way to the bus stop wouldn't be so bad.

    A detour to where exactly?

    Well just off to pay a few old friends a visit. Dropping by occasionally to those that were there in my time of need was a habit I dare not lose without a fight. Besides, Mr. Black and Mrs. White do get lonely quite easy.

    I suppose they'd appreciate a few new faces too.

    Ria was certainly eager. Adalia was… well I think she was enthusiastic about it too in her own… special way, I guess.

    Point being - The Neplims were a hard offer to turn down and the results irrefutably speak for themselves.

    Didn't even make it ten steps into the park before a blurring black ball hurled and latched itself onto Ria, clinging around her chest, purring and meowing in delight.

    The Phoenix took it all in stride, and embraced the fuzzy welcome with open, cuddling arms - her locks of hair burning to their brightest yet as she cooed and fawned over her new feline friend.

    "Didn't take you for the aww-ing type," I remarked.

    "Now, now, don't be jealous sweetie," Ria said, rocking a contentful looking Mr. Black in her arms. "You'll always be number one to Mama Ria."

    Adalia, in the meantime, whisked herself away from sight once again. Took a few moments of glancing around the place to find where she wandered off to this time.

    And there she sat, legs crossed amongst blades of grass and the blooming of flowers, twirling her hand around while Mrs. White tentatively reached out for it with her paws - swiping and missing.

    Nearly called out to her but luckily stopped myself in time to notice the tender smile curving her lips ever so slightly. Her head tilted, her cloudy eyes gentle. I couldn't recall a single moment in time where I've seen Adalia smile before for any occasion.

    A blank expression, a faraway stare, I've grown accustomed to seeing that sight in every passing day.

    This though? This was nice, too.

    Course, there was still that sliver of apprehension I'd feel when her eyes would find mine… in time, I'm sure it'll go away in time.

    "Still not tired, Adalia?" I spoke out, taking a step into the meadow.

    The moment her gaze turned at me that smile had all vanished, back again to the way it always was.

    "Not… tired…" she spoke, her hand still swirling across the greens. "Neplims… are nice…"

    "So I've heard."

    "They… bring happiness, so much… happiness… to many people..."

    "Yep."

    Adalia stopped swaying. "Don't bring Ash… here…"

    "Too late," I delved my hands into my pocket. "Remember I asked you about Neplims that time?"

    "Oh…" Her gaze fell. "I'm sorry…"

    "Don't be. Apparently it's what Ash wanted to know… so… lose-lose as it is, in the end it's what she wanted."

    Adalia made no movement, nor spoke no words. She was always like that when there was nothing that needed input on. Unlike me, where everything always needed another word, another thing to say.

    Could learn a thing or two from her.

    I still had something to say.

    "After Cleansing," I tightened my lips. "Finally found out what A.D. stood for."

    Adalia raised her eyes back up. "Yes…"

    "Know what it means?"

    She shook her head.

    "Your sister?"

    "No one… knows…"

    "Does it have to do with Elves - were Elves cleansed or something?"

    "I don't… know…" she repeated.

    "Then who does?"

    Wanted to come off as casual and I ended up with a plead. Didn't mean on pressuring her… I just… well, everything always needed another word… and she, as always, had nothing left to say.

    Or so I thought.

    "Terestra… might…" Her arm began swinging again, her gaze away from mine. "She... might..."

    That's right. How could I have forgotten? I had two living legends as parents… why on Earth wasn't I asking them? Alright… that's another question added to the list… when dear ol' dad knocks on that door, I'll be ready.

    "Nice one, Adalia," I said, nodding my head in thanks. "I didn't think of that."

    "It's… okay…" whispered her voice as I turned my way back towards Ria. "I hope you find… what you're looking for…"

    We spent another while at the park before the flashing rumbles in the clouds up high signaled the end to our little meet n' greet. With great reluctance, and after a bit of back and forth arguing as to why a cat in the house was not a necessary accommodation, Ria cut her losses and bid an emotionally-charged farewell to Black and White.

    "You can visit them again anytime, you know," I said, upon seeing the devastated look on her face.

    "Oh yeah, you're right!" She piped up, suddenly strolling along with a lot more spring in her step, and hailed the bus with a flourish.

    Damn, if only it was that easy to cheer Ash up too, wouldn't even be here if that was the case, sadly, I can only dream.

    

    And dream I did. The ride back home burrowed me with thoughts aplenty to keep me occupied in the silence. Mostly I thought of the questions I wanted to ask, the things I wanted to know, and how I would word them when I finally got the chance to meet them.

    The truth, first and foremost, that's what I wanted more than anything. Terestra, Kronocia - whatever else… I don't care if it took an entire sermon, Dad better get comfy on that couch there because his heroic ass will be sitting on it for hours to come.

    I still haven't really sorted out my feelings about it, whether or not I was actually mad at them for hiding the truth, or if I even wanted to be mad at them in the first place.

    Was it strange that I was so mellow about the whole fiasco? At this point in time and even back then, I wasn't mad… just surprised. When will the rage come, if it'll even come at all?

    Guess I'll find out in due time, for now though, Ria nudged me on the shoulder, standing up from her seat.

    "Our stop, let's go," She said.

    The walk back home was also done in silence. Even more thoughts to cram up the tight space in my head. By the time we reached the front porch, it was already bursting at the seams.

    Surprised there wasn't any grey matter leaking out of my ears.

    Still, I needed some me-time.

    "Not coming in?" Ria asked, already midway through the doorway.

    Adalia took a glance, saw me there sitting by the steps all by lonesome, and understood at once, as she always does.

    "We'll… leave you…" She muttered, passing by Ria and into the hall. "I'll… feed... later…"

    From the corner of my eyes, I saw Ria raised a brow.

    "Nostalgia?" She asked, her head dangling sideways. "Melancholy?"

    "Headache," I answered back. "I'm fine. Meet you inside later."

    "Oh, you better. I'm not done with today just yet… I still got one more thing planned for you so you better not be late for that."

    Grumbled and groaning, I whispered, "More?"

    "One more," She said, her smile scurrying away with a swing of a door. "Enjoy."

    The only thing I could enjoy right then was the chilly wind that breezed past. The sway of the leaves and the chirping of the birds. The calm before the storm.

    Yep, just can't stop thinking about it. My patience was not patient any longer. Questions needed answering, but they weren't here.

    Call? Text? Please leave your message after the beep.

    That's another one that'll be going on the list.

    Ghosting is a serious offense in modern society. Weren't you guys living in this world long enough to realize that?

    Okay… there's the anger I was looking for.

    Not good, bad time to be down in spirits. I need to somehow take my mind off it - a long shower maybe, some shows I could watch, or perhaps even a long, long nap…

    Anything was better than thinking.

    Then something caught my eye, and thinking became the least of my worries.

    Something? No. More like a someone. Gradually approaching, past the meadow, along the concrete path, towards the steps where I sat.

    How? What? Where? Why? - The four horsemen of questionnaires, running laps around my head endlessly and bolting ahead into first place was the fifth and most enigmatic of all: Who?

    Who art thou over yonder, ambling so apprehensive towards me? You, with hair ever golden and bright, dressed in a dress so elegant and white. You with a…

    Shit.

    "Oh, so this is the right house," She gasped in relief, a trembling hand clutching her chest. "Augh… this would have been so awkward."

    Dreaming. I'm dreaming. Time to pinch myself - ow! Okay, I wasn't dreaming. She was there, she was really there, standing across from me.

    I couldn't believe my eyes. The last I saw of her was a meandering emaciated husk, condemned to wander an empty complex to a slow agonizing end. Now I could hardly recognize her.

    Skin and bones no more. Hollowed eyes then, now so full and bright. They stared at me, those hazel brown pupils with more emotion than I ever saw within them back then.

    "I don't suppose you… recognize me, do you?" She asked, wrapping a finger around a strand of her hair. "I'd be quite embarrassed if you didn't. Very, actually…"

    Recognize? Whether she was gaunt and lifeless, or springy and healthy, I could never forget her face. Never forget her name. It was burnt into the back of my head, a nightmare to pester my dreams.

    "Amanda…" I heard myself whisper out loud.

    "And you know my name, too…" Amanda said, her expression positively glowing. "Mmm, I don't think I ever got yours, actually…."

    My mouth was chattering about like I was in sub-zero temperatures, forget my mind bursting at the seams - it just got goddamned nuked to orbit. I didn't know what to say, what to ask, what to do.

    And the amusing part was - neither did she. Amanda stood there over me, shifting about rather uncomfortably. I suppose she came at me woefully unprepared.

    Luckily the four horsemen miraculously survived the fallout, the first of which managed to rear its ugly head into the spotlight and outta my mouth with a breathless, "How'd you find me?"

    "Ahh…" She smiled faintly, her left hand wrapped around her right, timidity in the way her fingers fiddled around with each other as she spoke again. "You smelled funny…"

    I'm so gonna smash that cologne bottle.

  
    Chapter 71: Amanda Collins

    Life is strange.

    But we already knew that.

    I wouldn't even call it unpredictable. It was way more than that. Life has a remarkable way of shifting the ebb and flow of the everyday. Though us common folks - unpredictable was the only word for it. But was it really?

    Cause and effect. That's the paper trail it leaves behind.

    You know the cause, you'll find the effect. You can prepare, you can be ready, be always one step ahead of the curve.

    Sadly, that curve ahead was a steep one… and I didn't brake in time, didn't prepare so now here I was, staring at the effect in its blonde hair, hazel-eyes complexion in the face - the twitching of her lips, the constant darting of her gaze.

    Amanda was a rather nervous effect.

    The question was - what caused her to be here?

    Hello second horseman, go on and ask your question, fill the empty space where my jaw hangs loose.

    "What are you - "

    "I wanted to - "

    Spoke at the same time. Stopped at the same time. Next thing you know, we'll be apologizing at the same time too.

    "My bad."

    "Sorry…"

    Think maybe I should buy a lottery ticket.

    The huge intake of breath that streamed into my nostrils was filled with both amusement and bemusement. Then they both funneled out of me with my next set of words.

    "Ladies first."

    Thanks…" She smiled meekly. "Actually… yeah, that's what I came here to do.

    "Which is to…?"

    Amanda made eye-contact again, brief, fleeting… genuine, "Thank you."

    "Oh." It was the most profound 'Oh' I ever had. Wasn't certain about it before, I was now. "That answered my question too, then. Didn't think… or hope more like, that you'd remember anything at all."

    "I still do, sometimes… even when I don't want to," The wind blew along with her heavy breath. "Sleeping pills help, but then sometimes they don't… and then I'm back there in that building all over again."

    Her expression went dark, and just for a second, through a simple glimpse, I found myself staring back again at a hollow shell, into vacant eyes, hearing empty moans.

    I've also seen enough of that in my dreams already.

    "Detective friend of mine mentioned to me that sometimes amnesia would be a side effect of…" I trailed away, shaking my head. "But it doesn't really matter now, does it? You're here now, you found me, and you know."

    There was a look on her face that seemed almost apologetic, as if she was some kind of inconvenience to me.

    "The doctors… the policeman… they asked a lot of things from us."

    "What'd you say?"

    She smiled, chuckling faintly as another gust of wind breezed past her long locks of hair. "They didn't believe the first guy… the second… not even the third. I decided that perhaps a simple 'I don't remember', would make the process much shorter when it came time for me. That, now that, they actually believed."

    I smiled back at that. "Suspected as much."

    "Strangely though, when I first woke up at the hospital, I found myself thanking so many people for saving me… everyone, except for my actual savior. He… how I looked for him, but he simply was nowhere to be found. Even bought a thank-you cake as soon as I was discharged, then I went to his apartment. No luck there, either."

    "Don't suppose you still have that cake, do you?"

    Amanda raised her empty hands forward, showcasing their empty-handedness by displaying how empty they were, and then drew them back, hanging her head in shame.

    "It was a good cake."

    "Evidently."

    

    This was one of the most outlandish conversations I've ever had, which was a little ironic, given that I was talking to somebody that wasn't a mystical creature of myth for once.

    A flesh and blood bonafide ordinary human being, like me… kinda… I think.

    I think it has mostly to do with the fact that with the exception of Adalia, I like to pretend, at least in my waking hours, that that whole entire fiasco didn't happen. That it was simply an isolated incident with no recurring repercussion.

    Of course, Ash was also an exception… Ria was too - okay I just want to believe that apart from a few unavoidable ripple effects from that waking nightmare, that nothing else would come out of it. Nothing new to crop out.

    Then all of the sudden, here waltzed in Amanda - a living, breathing relic of that incident, and suddenly I'm reliving it again, I couldn't play pretend any longer.

    It all felt very…

    "It all feels a bit strange… talking to you," Amanda remarked. "Do you get that same feeling too?"

    That's third time in sync. She psychic?

    "Then again, I suppose not," She spoke again before I could. "When I saw you - smelled a funny smell in town back then… I saw them too. If you're with them, by now, I'm sure nothing fazes you, right?"

    Bold assumption. Maybe if I was somebody else that assumption would actually be the truth. But since I'm not, that assumption will remain only an assumption.

    Them, huh? Ria and Adalia. The flaming chicken and one of her abductors. I could only imagine how she reacted seeing them again, wandering and roaming about the city streets with not a care in the world. Then also seeing me sandwiched between them?

    Frankly, I'm surprised she didn't come up to me right then and there. I would have.

    "They… I…"

    There were so many things I needed to say, and it was frustrating that I couldn't say them all at once. I took in a breath and reshuffled them into a nice straight line, starting first with:

    "You're not going to tell anyone about them, are you?"

    Amanda shook her head immediately. "No, no, I would never. I didn't come here for that. I didn't follow you here to confirm that what I saw wasn't a dream. I already knew it wasn't a dream. I just… mmm, I told you already - I wanted to simply thank you… for saving me. That's it."

    "I… I see…"

    So much sincerity and appreciation. The last time I've had so much of it directed was with Ash, before… well before everything happened. I wasn't used to being thanked and I don't even think I should be. I was a small role in a part played by forces vastly bigger than I. It's them that needed thanking not me.

    "I guess, you're welcome," I gave a weak smile. "But really, me being there was just… being at the wrong place at the wrong time, I suppose."

    Amanda shook her head again, muttering softly, "Not to me."

    So far everything that came out of my mouth has been rigid, whereas she was more along the lines of being anxious if anything. Don't suppose I can blame her for it, though.

    "Is that really all you came here for?" I asked. "If I was the one standing there and you sitting here, I'd never be able to close my mouth again from all the questions that'll be coming out of me."

    She shuffled in place, an arm over the other. "I ask myself questions a lot these past couple of days. Never really found my answer."

    Guess nightmares weren't the only things we had in common from that incident.

    "I'd asked but… mmm, I don't think you'd know the answers to them either."

    "Probably know a lot more than you do though," I rebutted. "Considering circumstances. Plus, you kinda have the right to know, don't you? You aren't gonna walk outta here even more empty-handed than you are now, that'll just be pointless."

    "Not really," She said brightly. "My savior's been thanked, got to see him again too… not in the way I thought I would, cakeless, but… ahh, maybe next time… if there is... a next time?"

    I frowned. "Why wouldn't there be?"

    "Oh, oh, it's nothing. I just not sure how things will turn out… if I see, uh… her again."

    "Adalia."

    "Her." Amanda nodded.

    Reassurance wasn't probably the thing she needed. Can't tell her that Adalia wasn't actually all that bad, that she was surprisingly pretty nice once you to get to know her. Amanda probably knew all that already, logically speaking.

    But fear simply wasn't all that logical. Fear just feared… and that I can wholeheartedly empathize with.

    "Yeah, I hear you," I told her. "That's still beside the point though. You sure you got no questions you want to throw at me at all?"

    Amana mulled it over for a moment. A moment where her lips tightened and her eyebrows went furrowing downwards. Finally, she exhaled a breath.

    "Maybe, maybe just one," She said, as another chilly current drifted her question hurling towards me. "What are Asterians doing here on Earth?"

  
    Chapter 72: Neighborly Chat

    Cause and effect. I mentioned it before. Gave a stern lecture about how you should always be prepared. I knew how to talk the talk… walking the walk was a whole 'nother matter entirely. In terms of expecting what I just heard? I was basically a one-legged cripple.

    "Didn't take you for the cultured type," I said.

    In retrospect, I shouldn't even be surprised that she knew. Wasn't like Asteria was an obscure indie piece with little to no backing whatsoever. If it garnered enough notoriety to have people cosplaying characters, it was a given it'd be a household name to some.

    I just didn't expect she'd be one of the 'some'.

    "We had a bit of a talk when you moved in, do you remember that?" She asked. "You asked me back then what I was pursuing in college and I told you that I was in - "

    "Program and design," I uttered, realization dawning on me. "Must have slipped my mind."

    "Asteria's one of my recent favorites. Wrote a short essay on it once too. That one actually got me a short tour in their studio. I never expected to be nearly killed by something I'd admired so much. Then again, I don't suppose that's a thing I should even be expecting in the first place. Life gets so strange sometimes… don't you think so?"

    "Took the words right outta my mind."

    Talking to her made everything stiff for some reason. Mature innuendos aside, I was seriously afraid to even move from where I was, like a wild timid animal, I feared she might scamper off, even when I knew something like that was totally stupid and unreasonable.

    Couldn't help it. Everything about her, every slight movement, every gentle expression, they all just screamed 'Fragile! Do not touch!'. Heck, half the time I expected the wind to just blow her over Humpty-dumpty style.

    She was like a grenade with its pin off, and God only knows if she was a dud all along or actually primed to burst at any moment.

    "So…"

    "So…" Once again, ladies first. "What are they doing here?"

    I realized I shouldn't have talked so big just then. I held collectively, within this desolated little mind of mine, only sparse pieces of details and facts. The answers that I do have were fragmented, and none were even fit to be answers to give in the first place.

    Time to go with a classic.

    "No idea," I said at first, then realized I technically did. "Okay, actually I do. But it's a long convoluted mess and I'm not sure where to even begin."

    "I rather not waste more of your time… you look tired as is," Amanda inched forward slightly, leaning over, sheepishly smiling over at me. "You can keep things short, I'll be gone soon. If there's something I don't understand… well, mmm… next time, then."

    It wasn't as if I had a long captivating tale prepared in advance in the case anyone confronted me about my life as is. Fortunately, it wasn't a tale adorned with flowery words she wanted, just a simple brief answer for a not so simple, perplexing question.

    I'll do my best.

    "Well first off, they're not Asterians," I began, reluctantly unsealing the entrance to a rabbit hole without an end. "Actually one of them is, but I digress. They're all beings from a place called Kronocia."

    Amanda, her reaction barely threading shock, asked calmly, "Another game?"

    "Another world," I corrected.

    She nodded, blinked, "Okay… wasn't expecting that," and remained still very much level-headed. "I have a funny feeling this won't be the last time you'll be shattering my expectations."

    

    As it turns out she was right on the money. Every assumption, every belief that she had about the whole thing wrong, done and gone. I let my abridged version of the events unfold into the open air, Amanda, a good listener, stood quietly and took it all in.

    Would have offered her a place to sit beside me, but strangely I felt she wouldn't have even if I got on my knees and insisted. So there, standing, she remained, letting my brow-raising explanations replace her own.

    Of course, Kronocians not Asterians. But that didn't mean the conclusions she reached were all in stark contrast to mine. So much common ground shared between the two worlds, it'd be amazing if there weren't some similarities intertwined between my hearsay and hers.

    Indeed it was a Matriarch's doing that got her involved in this mess. She even got the terminology right. Subspecies of Elidna. Going Frenzy. She remembered seeing an Elf, a Phoenix and also a Succubus alongside me. Honestly much of what I told, she already knew.

    The rare few times I corrected her were for details that were simply minute. Terestra was no Demon Queen, she was the Goddess that ruled over Kronocia, and the omnipotent perpetrator that reduced it all into nothingness… and she was also -

    "Your mother?"

    That was the extent of her outrage, a slight rise in volume of her voice, and it didn't even go up by much. Amanda looked at me with eyes wide open, and with her eyebrows soaring to the heavens.

    "Yep," I heaved. "I'm the son of another world's Goddess. The 21st century Jesus Christ at your service. Pleasure to meet you."

    She smiled at that. "And Leonardo's your dad? I'm curious how that happened. They hate each other."

    "Trust me, I'm also at a loss about my own conception. A Hero and an evil Goddess, loving husband and wife… who would have thought, huh?"

    "Four out of Five endings to the game ended with them killing each other," Amanda wondered aloud. "I guess it's pretty safe to assume your parents aren't really from the game."

    "Spoilers…how nice. Might as well double down while you're at it, what happens in the fifth?"

    "The worst ending," She simply said. "Terestra destroys Asteria for good."

    Seriously, my mom has got some issues. As a kid, I always hated that piercing gaze of hers whenever I was up to no good. Skipping school, playing games… just one look from her would set me straighter than the ruler she keeps on the top shelf.

    I always thought that stare was a passive ability all Moms have on their offspring. Probably was still, it was just that mine had the added benefit of being capable of destroying the world in the blink of an eye… certainly felt like that was the case that one time I broke the washing machine because my dumbass thought it could clean everything.

    Spoiler alert: They won't clean your shoes for you. I learned that the hard way.

    "So, Kronocia… it's really…?"

    "It got ending five-d, yes." I affirmed. "That about sums it up. They're living with me because they ain't got no place to go."

    "Except for the Elf, though, right? She's Asterian… so what is she doing here?"

    Hearing that popped open a thought, a question more like. "You finished the game, right? Does it ever explain why Elves are as hated as they are?"

    "Ahh, that's one of my favourite things about the game," She said eagerly. "Usually Elves are a prestigious race in many stories. I like that little turnaround in the game where they're seen as vile and despicable creatures, it's really - "

    Amanda trailed away, her eyes meeting mine, and immediately understood.

    "Not what you wanted to hear…"

    I waved it off. "There a reason for it?"

    "Not… exactly. They're evil… and that's that."

    "Seriously?"

    "It is what it is," She said. "That's a direct quote from an NPC. I suppose you're asking because the Elf living with you told you about it?"

    "Yeah… her name's Eshhhllyyy - I call her Ash," I said, nodding my head. "Probably recognize her from the game. She's a companion, and to answer your question - I have completely no clue. I found her swimming in the dumpster waiting to get crushed by a garbage truck."

    From there, what started off as a single, isolated question in regards to how otherworldly beings ended up in our plane of existence branched off and morphed into a storytime session of bizarre proportions.

    Had half a mind to pry more on Ash's story and her true nature... but decided it really wasn't Amanda's story to tell and moved on to something else.

    It never occurred to me just how much I wanted to air out my grievances, how I longed for someone to just listen, nod their head, and sympathize with the utter ridiculousness that was my daily life, and as Amanda stood there, listening, nodding, sympathizing, I believe it was safe to state that she passed with flying colors.

    "And all I wanted was a job, you know?" I finished, just as the setting sun peeked its last beyond the distant horizon. "Now I've died once, been made a master of two different beings, a blood donor for another one, and my all-powerful, all-encompassing parents are ghosting me to the ends of the Earth like they have nothing to do with it."

    Amanda, the patron saint of patience, stood across a meadow of swaying yellows and red, twirling a sunflower around her fingertips, and wisdom knowing no bounds, simply uttered out, "Relatable."

    "I know, right?" I said, feeling validated for once. "Look at me now, I'm dressed like a bad-boy and I smell like an air freshener that got stuffed with chili powder."

    "Well, I think you look nice," Amanda said, her comforting smile visible from across the garden. "Much better than how I usually see you. Not sure about the smell, hmm, maybe it's just preference."

    Unfortunately, she couldn't ponder for any longer. The invisible pitter-patter of raindrops flinched her face into a slight blinking frenzy. Adding to it, came a stronger gust of wind blowing the edge of her dress and the golden locks of her hair along with it.

    "Another one," She muttered, squinting upwards to the grey murky skies. "These past few days have been awfully wet… and I keep forgetting to bring an umbrella."

    "You need one? Got a spare in the house."

    "Ahh, no, no…" She shook her head. "That won't be necessary. My car is right around the corner. I suppose I should take that as my cue to start going."

    The pitter-patter turned into heavy splashes, inking the white of the concrete pavement into a damp dark shimmer, prompted Amanda into movement, her long slender legs treading back towards the open street.

    "It was nice talking to you again," She said from afar. "It was very… enlightening."

    A loud thundering from up high had her spinning right around, her hands above her head, breaking into a sprint towards the exit. Seeing her outline grow further into the distance spurred something in me.

    Talking to her was a breath of fresh air, a semblance of normality that I've never had in so long. I'd like to retain that feeling, actually. It's quite nice.

    "Can there be a next time?" I yelled.

    Her figure from afar, her white dress, her yellow hair - so vibrant, mesmerizing - swaying in the breeze, - like a flower in full bloom smiling bright.

    "Search me online," She yelled back. "I couldn't find you there. But I'll know you'll find me. I'm everywhere."

    Having a shouting match while Ria and Adalia were just on the other side of the door behind me was not a good idea, so instead, I stifled my lips, raised my hand, waved, and gave a thumbs up.

    Amanda, still moving backward, gave two in return, before disappearing around the bend, like she was never there.

    So there I was once more alone with only my thoughts for company, except I didn't find them as bothersome as before. Would have loved to linger in isolation for a bit longer but I feared Ria would throw a fiery fit if I managed to soak my clothes before the day they were due to be used.

    And with the raindrops gradually increasing in both speed and strength, I thought it best to also take that as my cue and save loitering around the outdoors for another rainless sunny day if there ever comes one.

    I got up, twisted the doorknob, and entered the hallway, closing the door shut as I did.

    "Right, I'm back. What's the plan you have here, Ri - "

    It was dark. Very dark. Verging to the point of imperceptibility. Curtains were drawn, windows were shut, and every switch for every light source was flickered to the 'off' position.

    The hell.

    Confusion was very much settling itself well and comfortable in my head, yet before I could voice it out - there smoldering incandescently, glowed a crimson figure by the dining table.

    "Nice plan," I called out. "Does it involve me tripping over something in the dark?"

    "Shh." Her finger pressed against smirking lips. "Don't ruin the mood here."

    "What mood?"

    The wick of a candle, a candle I didn't even know was there, suddenly went ablaze, its flame flickering brightly, illuminating the center of the table and unshrouding all there was to see.

    Two plates at opposite ends of the table, with silverware set perfectly adjacent on either side. At the furthest end sat Ria, elbows perched atop the table, leaning her chin onto the back of her hands, staring directly at me always with that mischievous expression.

    "You are late," she said.

    "I was outside," I said warily. "Ria, are you gonna explain - "

    "Mistress Ria?" She tilted her head, her lips curving to a frown. "Master, is it not impolite to speak of other maidens when fraternizing with one directly? Do our customs really differ vastly from world to world when it comes to the matter of courtship?"

    What in the fuck.

    "You're joking," I muttered. "Please tell me you're joking."

    Mistress Ria with cruelty in her veins upheld herself graciously, and spoke ever so sincerely, "Master, why would I feel the need to jest in such intimate moments with one another? "

    "Oh my God, you're killing me."

    "Am I really?" She said with a simper. "Why is that, I wonder? I mean, was it not you, after all, who desired to go on a date with me?"

    I don't even know what to say to that. I don't even know what to do. She did though, Ria always does, nodding her head at me, urging me forth.

    "Why don't you take a seat, Master?" Ria said, batting her eyelids at me. "Dinner awaits."

  
    Chapter 73: Play Date

    Six o'clock in the latter half of the hour. The small interval in time where daylight bridges with the night sky. The murky glow of stars briefly in the canvas of an orange overcast sky.

    A constant recurrence in our day to day. A beautiful recurrence in our day to day.

    Be honest though, who even still pauses what they're doing to look up at the sky anymore? Yeah, that's right.

    If one were to only stop and marvel at the beauty that encapsulated our daily lives, perhaps serenity would find its way more into our burning, yearning souls.

    

    Too bad six o'clock was when my favorite show started broadcasting. Sorry, Mother Earth, maybe I'll appreciate your all-natural, 100% organic beauty some other time, yeah? Raincheck me.

    Perhaps this was some sort of karmic justice, yeah that's it. A form of divine retribution for my blissful willful ignorance. I mean, why else would I be subjugated a prisoner to Ria's despair-ridden whims?

    Forced to sit by at the dining room table, given no alternatives but to stare begrudgingly into those conniving crimson eyes of mischief reincarnated, as she twirled herself a forkful of carbonara, brazenly provocative, her stare ever so alluring.

    See, I expected a pop quiz on the dos and don'ts of dating 101. Push aside the living room couch, come roll in the chalkboard, and open your textbooks to page 394.

    Wouldn't have really minded if she did that instead. Sure, I'd moan and whine - put back the couch you freaking chicken - but a back to school lesson would have really been so much more straightforward than what she had planned here.

    What's a makeshift dinner date going to accomplish? Sure your pasta's delicious, didn't even know you could make some…  point, though? Where's the point?

    "More… water… Sir?"

    A pitcher of glass slowly slithered into peripheral view and with it appeared the pale, razor-sharp nails holding it still in its grasp.

    The question of life is a wonder that would always elude mankind. Screw that, my greatest ponder was why the hell did Ria decide to make Adalia play the part of a waitress?

    Look at her just standing there staring at me eat goddamn spicy meatballs - it's creepy as shit, dude!

    "I'm… I'm good, Adalia," I said, widely smiling, while inside, very much dying. "Maybe later."

    "Okay..."

    Adalia and her little pitcher of water retreated a single step back from the dinner table, standing so perfectly still that she was practically invisible to the naked eye… or so I wished.

    I can still see you, Adalia. You're not as hidden in the darkness as you think can you please stop staring at me so intensely, you're freaking me the hell out.

    "Master?" From across the table came a sensual gentle voice. "Is the meal not to your liking? I've noticed you barely touched yours."

    Ria looked at me with concern in her eyes, the ethereal glow of flames that shrouded her exuded so much warmth and welcome just then- I could almost forget how deceitful it really all was.

    "Mmm-hmmm," I straighten my lips, glancing slightly to a pitcher-holding figure to the right of me. "I wonder why that is?"

    "Pay no mind to others, my dear Master, for tonight is a night dedicated to us two, and us two only. It needn't be ruined and wasted by simple trivialities. I implore you, enjoy yourself, yes?"

    Don't even know how to respond to that. So I turned to the only person in the vicinity that would actually speak some sense.

    "Adalia, waitressing… you having fun?"

    "It's… a favor," muttered the misty-eyed server. "Ria… told me…"

    Suddenly there was a clatter at the table, two hands slamming onto wood, and a sickly sweet smoldering expression smiled in my direction.

    "Mistress Ria," She paused to smile. "The benevolent wonderful Ria, decided it best to make due to the deeds she's owed by one Adalia The Matriarch for careless negligence resulting in the multiple deaths that Ria, in her heartbreaking misfortune, had to undergo."

    Fancy talk was not my kind of talk. Took a few moments of blinking and staring before I could sort out and unravel what the hell was even said.

    Again, I preferred the rational and the normal, so I turned once more to the pitcher-lady for clarity.

    "So because you killed her when you frenzied, you're doing what she tells you to do to make up for it?"

    Adalia's movements were always slow and sluggish, but that one, she vigorously nodded her head for.

    "Eat… Sir…" She said. "Your food is… getting cold…"

    Someone must have spiked my drink with crazy juice or something. Everything that was happening played out like a very lucid, very bizarre dream after a night's worth of drinking minus the passing out part.

    Eating pasta with a Phoenix pretending to be an Elf to get you ready for a date with said Elf, while a terrifying creature of the night played wingman to yourself, holding up pitchers and offering replenishments.

    Nice to know that the batshit insane wasn't just exclusive to the imagination.

    Still, if they both think this might be beneficial in the long run, who am I to reject their helping hand?

    I shoved a big clump of noodles into my mouth and chewed.

    "Very good," nodded Ria, her eyes glittering with approval.

    It was getting harder to refrain from rolling my eyes at the absurdity of it all. I had half a mind to simply get up and adios outta there. I've dealt with and see enough already ten minutes into this 'date' of hers, don't think another ten would really do much anyway.

    At least, that's what five-minutes-ago me would have said, the me now opted to instead keep to his own at the dinner table, gulping his food down with a chug of cold water.

    If she wanted a dinner date, she'll get a dinner date alright.

    "You're not eating your broccoli," whispered I, without glancing away from my own plate.

    The sound of her fork scraping against the plate immediately stopped.

    "I beg your pardon?"

    "Your less pasta and more greens at this point," I continued casually. "Why aren't you eating your vegetables?"

    Ria frowned, bemusement slowly filling her eyes, before speaking again. "Ah, well… Master, as you are already well aware, I absolutely abhor the taste of broccoli. Growing up, I found - "

    "No, no, no… Ash," I glanced upwards, leaning my tone heavily onto the name. "Didn't you used to eat anything I give you? Pretty sure you weren't even all that picky with your food. Or at least, that's what the Ash I knew was like."

    It was her turn now to blink and stare. Seconds spent in silence before she finally realized what I was trying to do here.

    Ria's smile was warm, yet the twinkle in her eyes challenged the one in my own.

    "Oh, was that really the case before?" She asked with controlled politeness.

    I simply shrugged my shoulders.

    "Very well…"

    Following those words, Ria stabbed the head of a large piece that laid slump at the very center of her meal, aggression flushing with every flourish and twirl of her arm as she raised it, bit into it, and chewed it whole in front of my very eyes.

    Watching her try and hold back the disgust and revulsion on her face from surfacing without also bursting into laughter myself was harder than I thought.

    But I pulled through it, and amazingly enough, so did she.

    "You're going to eat the rest too, right Ash?" I asked, feigning ignorance. "You still got a good amount left on your plate there."

    I saw Ria's smile give a twitch, to which she immediately blinked away and hid by taking a sip from her glass.

    "Why, of course, I am," She muttered so confidently while also staring down at her meal with uncertainty. "It is… what - who I am, after all."

    Okay, there I couldn't suppress my smile from showing any longer.

    How many times did I play right into your hands, Ria? How many times did you always get the last laugh?

    Well, now you're in mine, now I'm laughing.

    You wanna pretend this is a date, you wanna pretend to be Ash? Well, you're gonna have to act and do exactly as she would otherwise how are you to ever convince me, right?

    "Yes, you're you Ash, and you do everything that Ash would do, because you're you, hmm?"

    Do your best, Ria. I mean - Ash.

    The date has only just begun.

  
    Chapter 74: Lesson Learned

    Now, I don't expect you to last long given how much you keep fidgeting about as you struggled to put another one into your quivering lips, but I do expect you to at least acknowledge the fact that try as you might, replicating Ash's mannerisms was really not your thing.

    Or maybe it is, prove me wrong - shove that green thing in your mouth. Ash wouldn't have even hesitated for a second, so why were you?

    Reaching for another sip of water, Ria? Second time in a row? You really should get a move on, Adalia can only pour so much.

    Seriously she was like a spoiled brat that won't eat her veggies. How do you get to live to however old she was without getting accustomed to consuming the healthy stuff?

    Strange indeed.

    "Um… may I be excused?"

    So that's your limit then, three minutes before breaking into a plea. I expected longer, very disappointed.

    "What's wrong, Ash?" I asked, munching into some greens of my own. "Not to your liking?"

    Ria closed her eyes and when she next fluttered them open, gone was that flimsy Elf-shaped mask, her frowning lips heaving away a long sigh. "I get it, I get it. You don't wanna play pretend - fine. I'll stop Ash-ing. Just don't kill me over it, please? I'm about to keel over, and I rather not have you see that and go losing respect over me, so I may seriously be excused, please?"

    My chair made a screech as I leaned against it in a victory slump, spreading my arms wide, and smiling the smile she always used against me.

    "Keel away," I said, reveling away at her expense with much satisfaction.

    Ria, glaring, scurried away from the table in a hurry, bashing into random pieces of furniture on her way to the bathroom. The distant slamming of a door echoed back to me a mission well-accomplished, the retching and the flushing of water afterward got me feeling a little guilty admittedly - but overall though, I got no regrets.

    The lone silent bystander to it all stood and watched from afar, her expression a vapid mixture of vagueness and ambiguity. Can never tell what this vampire is thinking until she actually comes out and says it.

    And judging by the way on how she slowly turned my way, it seems she was about to anyway.

    "Phoenixes are mostly… carnivorous… in nature..."

    Ahh, a reprimand. The ever so subtle slighted tone tinging her words… it sounded like Adalia wasn't much of a fan of bullying chickens. I guess she was under the impression that I was unaware of phoenixes and their tendency to turn their noses away at the slightest glance of anything resembling a plant, and it wouldn't be far-fetched of her to think that… but here's the thing -

    "I know, Adalia," I told her. "I know."

    Saw a phoenix in Asteria. Got an option to feed a phoenix in Asteria. All I had were herbs. Mistakes was the mother of learning. Had to go back to town to find a healer for all the burns I've acquired.

    Ria came back to the dining room table, scrounging the remaining remnants of her shattered pride, and marched back to her seat all dignified-like.

    "A girl tries to have a little fun…" She huffed at me, slamming her elbows to the table.

    "If you can't eat them, why make them?"

    "Was trying to be authentic," She explained, retiring her detective hat by the wayside. "The restaurant I had in mind serves these vile ghastly things. Didn't want to, didn't have to, but I did - all for your sake… and you dare use my own weapons against me… Ooo, boy, guess that's my bad for thinking you kind, isn't it?"

    "Pretty much, yeah."

    "Well played then," She clapped her hands with a stare ever stoic. "But you know, the lesson here was that you're supposed to be talking to me like how you would with the Elf, this wasn't supposed to be an opportunity for you to get a 1-up over me."

    "Lesson was flawed from the start, anyhow," I said, twirling another roll of pasta around my fork. "If you can't eat your veggies, how are you supposed to be Ash?"

    Didn't hear a retort, didn't get an answer…  for the first time ever, Ria kept mute, forced to swallow the bitter taste of defeat. Quite literally. Seeing her pout and chew in silence was like the cherry on top for me.

    "Chin up, love detective," I said. "You'll get 'em next time."

    Though it was a victory all well and good, the feeling of triumph was rather short-lived. This final lesson of hers didn't exactly come to fruition, and even if it did, it was just eating - romanticize all she wants, dinner was still dinner, can't do much with that.

    Adalia as well didn't bother keeping up the facade for any longer. The pitcher laid on the table, and she laid on the couch, staring up into the ceiling and entering a world of her own until it came the time for feeding. The atmosphere overall was a strange feeling.

    The chilly draft from the A/C unit flickering away at the candle burning bright which enveloped the vicinity in a warm, soft glow. Dinner date this was not, but admittedly, it was not far off.

    Tomorrow I'll be with Ash - real Ash, not fake. Tonight, however, just for now… Ria was the one sitting across from me.

    Maybe… perhaps...?

    "Don't even think about it," suddenly spoke out her voice, a pair of crimson eyes gazing at me with a dubious expression.

    Mind reading was the last thing I expected to get from a phoenix. I leaned back in my seat, mildly surprised.

    "Think about what?"

    "That look in your eyes," She said, "I don't like that look. It's telling me you're up to no good again. You're going to try and twist this around, aren't you?"

    "Nooo…"

    "Well, too bad," She stood up from the table, her fork and spoon clattering onto an empty plate. "This is dinner, not a date. Said it yourself."

    "A few questions, at least?" I asked, losing to my curiosity once more. "I know jack all about you."

    Ria couldn't even be bothered to entertain the thought, she scampered off, plate and cup along with, onwards to the direction of the kitchen sink.

    "And you're better off for it, I'm telling you," was all she had to offer. "Don't think too much, finish your food, I'll clean up. You go rest - big day tomorrow, after all."

    Now she was being deliberately cooperative and considerate. It was a good way of shutting down the subject, and she was absolutely utilizing it to its fullest. Barely even scraped off the last scraps on my plate, before she came swooping down and swiping it away from me.

    No words, just action after action with no room for interjections. I don't know man, but I get the feeling she doesn't wanna talk about it. Might be just me, though, I dunno.

    

    "Fine," I muttered, resignedly myself to simple ignorance once more. "I'll drop it for now."

    Was getting sleepy anyway. Might as well strike at the opportunity while I still have it. To rest, I go, but not before addressing one more thing.

    "I'll be in my room, Adalia," I called out from the tippy-top of the stairs. "Hungry, come see me, alright?"

    Adalia grunted… or did she moan? Not sure, but it sure sounded like a 'yes' to me, good enough.

    The floorboards of the second-floor hallway were greeted by my lumbering, heavy steps. Exhaustion was an easy, logical explanation for it, but the actual cause was a far more insidious being wreaking havoc in the creases of my head.

    Today was a day spent overthinking much. Part of my brain was dedicated to my parents, another piece on Ash, an intrigued portion focused on Ria, then suddenly Amanda came waltzing in throwing a wrench in things…. mentally, I was running on fumes, my brain cells were working overtime to keep me up and about just for long enough to reach my bedroom door without collapsing outright.

    Five feet away from the doorknob, brain cells ready to clock out on a job well done.

    Then my eyes went looking, my body went turning, and my legs went walking in the total opposite direction.

    My battered mind howled at me 'Why?!', and all I could say for my defense was that Ash's bedroom door was slightly ajar.

    Unsurprisingly, a little detour proved no daunting task anymore for that little voice in my head.

    Haven't seen her all day… what has she been up to?

    Unabated curiosity spurred me onwards to that little slit in the doorway, cautiously I let my eyes peek through into her room expecting to see her hunched over by the desk, a controller in her hands… hearing the sounds of swords clashing, monsters growling like I always have these past few days.

    I didn't. Nothing greeted my ears, nothing came to view except for the sound and sight of a silent night. The laptop was on the table, as it always was, but closed instead of open, lying there folded with Ash nowhere near in sight.

    Confusion was a natural reaction to have, but then I poked a little bit further, and all was made clear, and bright… and very… breathtaking.

    All four corners of her room had something to occupy the empty space.

    One had the closet, one became a study place, the other had a beside drawer facing it… the last one had a glossy, extravagant standing mirror, and in that corner, surrounded among a pile of worn clothes, was the same shopping bag from the clothing store.

    That cardinal rule Ria mentioned… what was it again? You can't see the wedding dress until it was on the bride.

    Well, that rule technically wasn't broken.

    I saw the dress, but it was already on the bride. A pure diamond white sundress, fitted to perfection across her pale supple skin, its curls and edges adhering graciously to every twirl and spin she made, her reflection replicating her every move, the glow of emerald eyes scrutinizing every nook and cranny for imperfections but ultimately finding none.

    Not to my eyes, anyway.

    The snowy white of her hair flowing and blending well to the whites of her dress. It was all impeccable.

    Ash thought differently, however, her expression still muddled, still troubled - clearly she thought something was missing, that one piece needed to achieve the perfect look.

    What was it?

    She looked on and on, tilting to every angle, swaying to every side, what was missing?

    So simple yet so far out of thought.

    Just smile, Ash. Smile. That's all you needed to do, and you'll finally find what your missing.

    In more ways than one.

    I retreated back to my room, collapsing onto the bed with another thought in mind.

    Those piles of clothes sprawled around her feet… her fretting over every loose strand of hair, every furl in the dress… this date wasn't that big of a deal, that's what I keep telling myself.

    Yet to her, it was much more than that. Everything that was asked of her, she'll pour her all into it. Including this.

    Perhaps I should too.

    Tomorrow… I'll get you that smile tomorrow. I swear on it.

  
    Chapter 75: New Day, New Me

    Anxiety.

    Everybody, from the richest to the poorest, the ugliest to the most revered… at one point or another, we all fell victim to the rising swell bubbling deep within ourselves.

    It was not a nice feeling, I'm sure no one will contend with that assertion.

    Nice or not, just as the ball of life kept turning ever onwards slowly unraveling the strings of destiny, so too does anxiety, bulldozing its way encrusted with a bulky layer of barbed wires into your thoughts, leaving a trail of spiky worrisome prospects in its wake for your imagination to unknowingly trod upon.

    The worst part about it was that it won't go away till it decides to go away. You can dread it, run from it, in the end, just like destiny, anxiety still arrives.

    Wish I could just snap it away sometimes.

    My typical mornings usually start with a shriek and a vampire by the bedside. It's gotten to the point where I started to expect it by then.

    Not this time.

    The morning started with me rousing awake, dreams unassailed, and a room absent of a misty-eyed maiden in black. It took only a brief moment of half-asleep pondering to recall just what day it was today, then it all made sense.

    Instead of fangs and claws for a wake-up call, I was greeted by that bubbly unbearable feeling in the gut, blaring loudly and uncontrollably the reason for my sudden apprehension.

    I got a date to get ready for, and it was only just then that I was realizing just how much I wasn't ready for it.

    Screw it, I don't care. I was done playing spineless indecisive chicken shit for so long now. Cold feet has screwed me over more times than I could count already.

    Seriously, If my problems were a speeding truck, then my mental fortitude was the old lady crossing the road, and so far… she has yet to ever cross the street in one piece.

    That all changes now, though. That old lady has hit the gym, ran the treads, leg day was every day, and no longer would any stupid truck prove insurmountable, no road to great…

    I'm crossing that street.

    Didn't care how long it stretches for, didn't give a shit how jagged its barbs were - I'm done overthinking, I'm done second-guessing - anxiety can lash at me all day long, I won't let it impede me anymore.

    Whatever will be, will be… and what it won't be was a failure. I'll make sure of that.

    It was tryhard time.

    With spirits reinvigorated and well wide-awake, I jumped out of bed and burrowed out my dating clothes from deep within my closet. It was when I tossed them to a nearby chair that something peculiar caught my eye, a piece of paper stuffed underneath the cologne Ria had gotten me standing tall atop my bedside drawer.

    I unfurled the piece of paper, read it, and to summarize - Ria and Adalia took Ash out early this morning for her own private lessons in dating 101 sponsored by Ria's Detective Agency Incorporated.

    Where they went out was beyond me, the only other vital thing of note was that I was supposed to be in the city center by 1 on the dot at least according to the hasty scribbles that resembled chicken scratches more than they do actual human handwriting.

    Scorched marks scattered around the edges told me all I needed to know. For someone who constantly boasts herself highly for her tutoring skills, Ria sure sucks at writing.

    As much as I enjoyed poking flaws in the flaming cockatoo, I still have much to prepare for. The clock hanging above the doorway struck an urgent eleven, and my body wasn't going to magic itself clean here.

    Time for a bath.

    Let's skip the more perverse bodily details of bathtime and move on instead to me getting dressed. No one wants to know how I looked beyond my baggy shirt and pants, and if you actually do then please go get some help. Something must be definitely wrong with you.

    I could barely recall the last time I ever exerted so much effort into making myself look positively prim and proper, staring into the mirror, going cross-eyed, making absolutely sure not a single strand of hair went overlooked.

    It reminded me of my job interview that day, spent the better part of the morning donning that suit and tie. All to no avail, unfortunately. Dressed myself for success, only to be met by failure.

    Here I was, gazing deep at my reflection, dressed for success once more. I won't let this be a failure. Not on my watch.

    Speaking of watches - it was already half-past eleven, and I was starved for something to eat. A quick bite before I go wouldn't hurt… I'll just go about making myself something simple, no need to fret over food when there are other more important things to fret about.

    But before that… Ria's gift still stood atop the table, it's spicy stuffy smell pervading the air all around it.

    Even for job interviews, I steered clear of colognes. It never really served a purpose for me.

    

    This was a date, though. Not an interview. And if that love detective swears her life on it… well… a small touch of it wouldn't hurt much, right?

    A deep breath, a quick sprinkle, and a little regret.

    Whatever, losing my sense of smell was a small price to pay for exuding sex appeal. I mean, people do it all the time, right?

    With eyes watering, I stowed away the skunk-in-the-bottle into a drawer never to be seen again, and exited the bedroom, entering a familiar deserted hallway.

    The quiet of the early morning was something I grew accustomed to living with. Big house, big spaces, and not enough people to fill 'em up with, the dead silence was practically a given.

    What I wasn't accustomed to was the isolation that came with it - been living in this fancy-ass house for quite some time now, and this was the first time I was actually alone with just me, myself, and I for company.

    Usually, a slumbering figure on the living room couch or a shadow painted over the floorboards of Ash's doorway would be the telltale signs signifying that I was living by myself no longer.

    Didn't have that today. No sleepy vampire by the couch and Ash's door was swung wide open with not a soul in sight.

    That fleeting moment of unsettlement that breezed past me realizing this was a bit of an eye-opener.

    My life has actually evolved to the point where I expected the abnormal in my every day, and these brief glimpses of actual normality only made to unease me.

    The paranormal has become the new normal, and I surmised that there's no turning back from it… not that I minded it one bit, that is. It might sound strange coming from me, the ambassador of bizarre situations, but if I had to choose which version of the every day I would most certainly adhere to, well… fantasy life was best life all the way, wasn't even a contest.

    Ahh, retrospection is such a gratifying thing, ain't it? Turn you humble and makes you grateful for the things you have in the now.

    And now I gotta date, so let's go get me some energy for it, shall we? I'm feeling like buttered toast at the moment, so stomp-stomp down the staircase I go, very much famished and craving.

    Didn't even make it down the last few step before a spontaneous gut-feeling warmed me that something was amiss here. It was a feeling so dreadfully, painfully familiar, it barely even took a second for me to narrow down where and when I felt something like this before.

    This sinking feeling told me many things, but none more so prominent than the fact that I was no longer alone here.

    Someone was in the house with me, someone I wasn't particularly enthusiastic to see, but as I rounded the bend and faced the vastness of the living room, see her I did.

    Her sleek curves, her rounded cheeks, they told of an otherworldly beauty like no other, beauty that was slightly dampened by her cold, glaring eyes, her piercing glare like a knife through the chest.

    It was the same face I see standing by my bedside when I wake, only this time, no longer did they gaze at me with a murky-white. They were alert, stern, and dark as night.

    Adalia this was not.

    Just another unexpected visit by an unexpected person... second day in a row, what are the chances?

    Unlike Amanda though, I didn't need to remember that face, didn't need to burrow through memories just to put a name on that expression. I see her in my dreams all the time. A nightmare come to life.

    Just as my eyes found her, likewise, she found me too, staring at me dead in the eye, and asked immediately with a daunting voice, "Where is my sister?"

    Hello again, Amelia.

    Could go on about how much it was an absolute displeasure seeing her again, whine on and on about how her sudden reappearance was a blight tainting a promising day. I could - but I won't.

    I instead, stifled those thoughts.

    It was a new day, a new me.

    All those pent-up feelings inside of me I brushed away, as I looked and mustered a small smile her way.

    "Nice to see you too," I said.

    Despite everything, niceties must be upheld, being the better man was most important than some grudge.

    Even if I didn't really mean it at all.

    Screw you, Amelia.

  
    Chapter 76: A Chat With A Vampire

    So many similarities shared with one another, yet on total opposites of the spectrum. These two sisters couldn't be further apart if they tried.

    If it were Adalia standing there before me she'd have greeted me back with a quietly said 'How do you do?'. But no, Amelia preferred herself discreet and blunt, scowling away in silence.

    Seeing that pushed away all thoughts of buttered toast to the back of my mind. Lost my appetite. Sad.

    "Well, I'd tell you to go make yourself at home," I said, taking a step towards her. "But it seems to me that you already did."

    Indeed like a centerpiece drawing all focus towards it, she stood there, prominently, her long flowing raven black hair as opposed to her sister's calming grey blowing with the breeze of an open window.

    "My sister," she demanded again, her glare like a permanent imprint that couldn't be removed. "Where is she?"

    "Relax," I told her. "She's with the others. In the city, I think."

    Amelia clenched her jaw, her fangs slightly poking through thinning lips. "She's not supposed to be outside."

    "Adalia's fine."

    "Eleven in the morning," She retorted. "It is unhealthy for her. She should be asleep."

    I scoffed. "So should you."

    "I'm different."

    "She wanted to."

    "Oh, did she?" She responded dubiously, her sharpened fingers folding into her palms. "Why is that now, I wonder?"

    Yikes. I almost forgot about her violent tendencies. Someone is in desperate need of anger management.

    "Can you calm down? Your sister is just helping out around here, alright? We ain't keeping her chained up in a room somewhere, feeding her dog bowls full of blood and poking her with a stick. She's… doing things, she's - y'know… what do people call it - living?"

    Convincing the unconvinced was like throwing a glass of water into a blazing fire. Needless to say, in her eyes, I was still pretty sus.

    "If she frenzies..."

    "She knows her limit," I interjected, growing tired of this pointless back and forth. "As do I. Why not have a little faith, hm? We've been doing pretty well so far."

    Provoking Adalia's more volatile half wasn't something I'd wholeheartedly recommend doing, but in this case, I could hardly care less what happens now.

    And what indeed happened now was nothing short of surprising - Amelia actually conceded.

    "Fine," She spun away from me, arms crossed, the expression on her face still very much disgruntled. "So where did they go?"

    "No clue."

    'What?"

    "Yep," I shrugged my shoulders. "But I'll know where they will be. Supposed to meet up with them by 1."

    "Meet up? Them?" Amelia glanced sideways at me, her brows furrowed, and eyes gleaming with intrigue. "What are you all up to?"

    Why does everything that spouts out of her frowning lips always have to sound so accusatory? Why, is it illegal to have an outing nowadays? Gonna send me in chains to the executioner's block, Amelia?

    "Long story short, I'm going out to have fun with Ash. Remember Ash, the Elf you abducted? Yeah, we're gonna try and forget all the trouble you caused… and your sister along with Ria is helping accomplish that."

    Surface level explanations were all that she needed to hear. Didn't really feel like narrating my life story to her.

    "The Elf? You're going out with the Elf?"

    It surprised me to hear a semblance of emotion that didn't anger in her voice. It also dismayed me to hear that that emotion she did show was of utter disbelief.

    "Yes," I said, eyeing her close eye on me. "That a problem?"

    "A date, then?"

    Well then… She's every bit as keen-eyed as her sister, isn't she?

    "You can call it that, I suppose," I said.

    Expectations forged through previous experiences had me bracing for disapproval, for disdain. Dating the Elf, how sacrilegious of me, how despicable an act… seeing her squint at me with such a peculiar look, I was ready and waiting to face her scorn.

    "Good for you, then," she said, her gaze straying elsewhere again. "Good for you both."

    Thought I heard wrongly the first time she said it, then I thought she had to be speaking an entirely different language on the second. I was that adamant about her indifference because from what I have seen and heard so far, her not caring one bit was the same thing as her approving this venture with Ash.

    Which would be insane, 'cause you know… Elf bad.

    "I suppose that's why you're dressed so bizarrely?" She asked, getting all snobbish all the sudden.

    "Huh? Ah - oh yeah," I nodded my head, nearly forgetting my change of attire. "Got myself dressed nicely for the occasion."

    Was under the impression that her comment on my clothes was a one-off topic that would have been dropped instantly in favor of more relevant subjects at hand.

    That wasn't the case. Amelia kept one eye intently focused, surveying close to every square inch of my body. Didn't get why she was so hung up on some blazer and jeans combo, then I remembered what Ria had said to me in regards to vampires and their unmatched insight on style and glamour.

    Seems I did learn something from your lessons after all.

    Just as Adalia did back in the clothing store, Amelia's assessment needed only a few moments for a verdict to be reached, and judging by the slight shake of her head and the frown of her lips… she had very mixed opinions with her sister's selections.

    "You don't approve?" I asked.

    "Not particularly, no," She said in an air of apathy, despite displaying so much interest before, "Tacky at best. Your sense of fashion leaves much to be desired. If it were up to me, I would have - "

    "Your sister picked it out actually."

    "Oh, is… is that so?" I saw her eyes blink a few times in rapid succession. "Well, in spite of it, it still looks very good - You look good… very much."

    I'm sensing some bias around here.

    Amelia walked up to me for a closer inspection before she abruptly stopped in her tracks, took a whiff, and immediately retreated a good distance away. "And the odor… mmm... my sister picked it, yes? Well, ah… you smell… you smell absolutely uh..."

    "Actually Ria picked the smell."

    "Oh," Her expression reverted back to disinterest. "Then you smell absolutely revolting."

    "Thanks."

    Yeah, someone's playing favourites alright.

    Whimsically, I let my eyes wander, and caught sight of the living room clock just as it struck the last of the double digits. Noon has commenced, and any chances for a quick meal has been dashed.

    Thanks, Amelia.

    "I need to get going," I told her, my pace an urgent march to the front door. "You gonna leave now or do I have to worry about being burglarized here?"

    Her trademark scowl befell my gaze once again, her arms crossed, heaving a small sigh. "I came to visit my sister, and she isn't even here."

    "So? You're free to visit her again any other time."

    "Not for quite some time," She said, another sigh sounding. "There are obligations I have to fulfill. Unfinished business… I still need to find - "

    "Terestra, yeah?"

    "Not Terestra, no," She shook her head. "I do not know yet who exactly am I looking for, but I'll find them… it's only a matter of time, I'm sure."

    "Not Terestra?" I spun back towards her, that feeling of urgency overruled by a surge of curiosity. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but is that not what you and your sister have been striving for this entire time? I died cause of it."

    "Unnecessary now," She waved a hand. " You claim to be involved with her, did you not?"

    "You're looking at her firstborn child. Pretty sure that makes me more than just involved, don't you think?"

    "And she's not in the state?"

    "No, she's out in the country…" I pulled a frown, growing more intrigued by the second. "Where you going with this?"

    Shouldn't have asked that, shouldn't have gone ahead and indulged my ever-burning curiosity. That question was a trap, a deep pitfall with mystery and mystic as its lure, alluring eager-eyed individuals such as myself into a hole neverending.

    Sucks that I was such easy bait.

    

    It was still only 12, I have plenty of time still, and also plenty more questions for the words she next spoke out.

    "There's a growing presence lurking about the place. A powerful imposing aura. It's what drew me here to your town in the first place. There's someone with a presence to match Terestra's lurking somewhere in your city."

  
    Chapter 77: Nice Weather We're Having

I swear I was committed to keeping my commitments. First and foremost, priority number one has always been and will always be my outing with Ash. Reminders of it blared me at me like a tumultuous intercom stuck in an infinite loop of 'Don't forget! Don't miss it!' in an overbearingly authoritative voice.

In the grand scheme of things, a date was but a trivial thing of little regard. The thing was, it didn't feel so trivial. It felt almost like the most pivotal appointment of my entire existence. Overexaggerating here, but you get the idea.

I will not miss this date for the world.

So the fact that I stayed dawdling by the front door, feet planted opposite the entrance, staring back into the house just goes to show how monumental her claims really were.

This matter wasn't something I can just shrug off and walk away from, unfortunately. I just gotta know.

"A presence to match Terestra's," I muttered softly, pondering to myself, before resuming, "There's only one other like that, right? You sure it's not my - "

"No," An immediate shutdown. "Your father is a man deserving of a pedestal among the Gods. An aura such as his is not something easily mistaken. It's not Leonardo."

For a second there, there existed that faint glimmer of hope that it really was him. A hope burning so bright only to be dashed so quick.

Thanks, Amelia.

"I'm still ridden with disbelief," Adalia suddenly spoke out, her expression very much affirming her statement. "Two of Kronocia's most powerful, most revered, eloped with one another… bore a child, and that child… with parents of great unmatched heritage… how is it that that child is you?"

Didn't even sound like an attempt at my dignity. Wasn't an insult or a slander in any way whatsoever. She really sounded genuinely at a loss about it, and believe you me, Amelia, I was too.

"Did I mention I have a sister too?" I said, attempting a small sympathizing smile. "You'll love her. She's almost as nice to me as you are."

Amelia, maintaining her glower, rolled her eyes ever so dour. "I pray dearly that she does not share in your traits."

Okay, now that one there was actually a jab at me. Ouch.

Back on topic.

"This presence you're feeling," I continue to pry. "Since when have you started sensing it?"

She answered almost immediately, and kind of impatiently, " I always have been. It's what gave me the impression that Terestra was here in this city. The presence is so similar to hers, I wasn't able to tell them apart. Then, you came along - her offspring, claiming she was never in the city to begin with. That's when my suspicion grew."

The more she spoke, the more my intrigue grew. I looked at the clock - still had time, plenty of time - Amelia continued.

"I confided with the Succubus."

That one actually got me slightly gasping in shock. "You spoke to Irene one-on-one? Like civilized and shit? You didn't try to rip her head off or anything like that?"

"I'm not barbaric."

Now I was rolling my eyes. "Uh-huh… pretty sure my left leg has a thing or two to say about that."

No comment. Amelia moved on. "The Succubus is having me do her work for her. Scrounging the city for any leads. Apparently, her condition renders her unfit for public viewing. The past week, I've been searching - to no avail. Doesn't help that the recurring downpours are a pain to deal with."

"Vampires can't go in the rain?"

"No," She said sharply. "I just hate rain."

If you keep that disdain in your voice for every subject matter that you converse about then everyone would think that you just simply hate everything.

Or is that tone just exclusive when it comes to me?

"Apparently the Succubus thinks the rain correlates with our mystery presence. At least, that's what she told me."

"The weather?" I raised a brow. "Murky forecast… what's that gotta do with the mystery man/girl? It's the rainy season right now."

"She says it's a hunch."

Hunch, huh? I love hunches. Especially when it came to foreboding things. Usually, they're always wrong. I just hope this was the case of the 'usual' here…

"A little off-topic, but I'm surprised you're being awfully cooperative with her,"  I said. "Far cry from the threats and ultimatums I'm used to hearing."

"Don't be intentionally daft, it's annoying," She snapped. "I'm helping you all, because you helped me. As much as it pains me to admit it, I wouldn't have been able to help my sister if it weren't for your intervention. There - is that what you wanted to hear?"

Had a feeling that was the case. Still, it was still very much gratifying to hear it be spout out from her reluctant lips. Never realized how petty I actually was. Then again, just as her tone was to me, maybe it's just an attitude I adopted exclusively for her.

Also, it seems like both sisters went about paying us back in their own special ways. They were as similar to each other as they were different.

Matriarchs. Terrifying apex predators of the night, huh?

Apparently, the person who wrote their codex entry had forgotten to list their strong sense of integrity when it came to paying back debts they owed.

That doesn't mean all is forgiven though. It was hard to wipe that blood-stained slate clean, especially after what happened.

Moving on…

"So why won't you be able to visit?" I asked. "I doubt a light goose-chase will be able to stop you from seeing your sister."

"Wouldn't call this light," She said, her voice less on aggression and her piercing stare leaning more on towards solemnity.

"Meaning?"

She didn't answer. For a moment, I thought of course she's gonna be annoyingly ambiguous about it, why wouldn't she be, right? That was until her gaze veered off to the side, a brief second's stare into the vacant distance, before she would speak again.

"Wind's getting heavy…"

Just as the words left her lips, not even a second later, the many loose curtains draping over the living-room window billowed inwards with enough force to detach some of them from their binds, while the remaining left blowing away with the current were in the process of following suit, had the breeze not had gradually lessened in intensity.



The aftermath resulted in some disarray among the more flimsy pieces of furniture strewed about. Toppled lamps, couch cushions slanted at odd angles, even the glass chandelier hanging above swung to and fro like a disco ball on speed.

All in all, it was a scene warranting some concern. A lot of concern, actually. The most glaring of which Amelia took the initiative to most graciously point out -

"Seems your date with the Elf will have to take a raincheck."

Funny.

"Not over my dead body," I said, finally spurring towards the door handle. "It rains out, not in. We'll stay indoors if it does rain."

"That wouldn't make for a very nice date."

"No offense," I said, pausing, before swinging the door wide open. "But what would you know about dating?"

The opened door allowed the wind to continue breezing through unhindered, there was a heavy gust blowing, whistling past me, howling away. It was loud enough to nearly drown out the faint chuckling that sounded from right behind me.

Amelia's chuckle, very much discernible. The first semblance of emotion I've heard from her that wasn't just downright anger. I gotta admit, it was kinda off-putting in its own way.

"You have a point." She said in a tone verging on amusement. "By all means then, do enjoy your date."

I turned back, wanting to see if a smile came along with the sound of laughter, only to find an empty hallway fronting me with nary a soul in sight. She disappeared, gone like she was never there.

Matriarchs. Masters of deception. Kinda seems like it's just a way for them to be cool and shit with their farewells.

How very dramatic of you, Amelia.

Very.


  
    Chapter 78: The Early Bird

The sun was missing.

Stepping out to the porch, I wasn't exactly expecting to be basked in a surplus of 100% all-natural all-healthy organic space mad- vitamin D, but hell, at least a little tinge of it would have been nice.

Up above the world, so dull was a swirl of grey murky clouds so dense, you'd think the big yellow boy in the sky had received a restraining order to stay far from daylight or something from the way the streets and the trees looked so bleak.

A monochromatic grey no matter where you turn your eyes. Rain was such a bitch.

Didn't care. I walked out of the pavement and headed towards the direction of the bus stop. Silently.

And you know what silent means.

It seems they'll never be a day where they won't be a multitude of pressing concerns burrowing a small nest in my head.

Date was already daunting enough, stack that on to of what Amelia had said about our mysterious weatherman and all, add a nice fine touch of pacing back and forth waiting for an already belated bus, and you got yourself a mess of a man that was me.

By the time that damned bus wheeled around the corner, I only had half an hour to be there at the appointed time. Hardly could blame the bus driver either. I could have caught an earlier one had Amelia not stalled me back there, then again… I chose to indulge her. My fault.

Taking a seat, I did some quick math in my head, rounded off some numbers, pulled out the abacus, and realized, with a heavy strike to the gut - the bus ride there itself already takes more than the time I have left to get there, and I still had a walk ahead of me to reach the rest of the way there as well.

Uh oh.

Times like these make me wish I owned a car of my own. Being in the outskirts of town, you don't see much traffic your way in regards to taxis and the likes… walking was my only other alternative besides the motion sickness machine.

And comparing the distance from point A to B? Well, I'd take motion sickness machine any day over walking. Still though… late on the first date. You've outdone yourself, me. Don't bother to even show up next time, why don't you?

Seeing as there was nothing I could do besides sit and watch as the wheels on the bus go round and round till I get there, I pulled out my phone and browsed around for a bit.

Did my usual spree - Read the news, hop onto online forums and see what kind of trivial shit people are arguing about nowadays, and hung about social media for a bit.

The third one was when I had a brain blast, like a kick in my temporal lobe, I brought back forth something I've been meaning to do that was for all this time pushed to the back of my to-do list in light of more recent events.

I haven't looked her up at all yet, have I? And I was the one that asked her as well… my bad, Amanda.

Well, no time like the present, I suppose. Let's see here… a search for 'Amanda Collins' reveals… quite a character bio.

When she said to me that she was 'everywhere' I had thought it her simply exaggerating, a little ha-ha funny to lighten the mood. It probably was, but it also simply the truth of it all.

She was indeed everywhere online.

A social media butterfly first and foremost, and tacked alongside her online presence was a multitude of blogs and articles written about her accomplishments in life.

Apparently, she was a prodigy in her field… enrolling in quite a prestigious university under a scholarship. Program and design, huh? Apparently, she programmed and designed so good, she was making waves in the fields.

Gotta lot of companies lining up at her doorstep. Standing among her peers, she was basically the cream of the crop.

At the tender age of 23. Just a single year older than me.

Shit, she was leagues above me when it comes to the game of life. In fact, she was basically won the lottery for it.

Good looks, good brain, good life.

It was as if lady luck herself sprang to life, taking the form of a springy young gal with a heart of gold.

Didn't know lady luck was such an internet deviant. She practically lived in the cyber realm. Her feed, every post she makes, always updated in five-minute intervals.



And the site she most frequented displayed a bright blue logo of a little bluebird. Not surprising.

Didn't have an account, so on a whim, and deciding it wouldn't hurt, I made one of my own. About damn time, I suppose.

Wasn't the most creative when it came time to deciding on a username. Hmm… screw it, 'LeotheHero' it is.

First order of business, I went to her personal page. And would you look at that - her follower count exceeded past the tens of thousands, what a celebrity she was.

Starkly contrasting that was the number of accounts she followed in return. Wanna take a guess how low that number was?

Twenty? Ten, perhaps? A measly five, maybe?

How does zero sound? Yeah, strangely enough, Amanda wasn't much of a follower herself despite her online status.

If I added her to friends, what's the likelihood I'd be buried atop notification after notification of people doing the same as I?

I'd say it's pretty high actually, but I wouldn't until I tried.

So I did.

'Would you like to add Amanda Collins to friends?', asked the prompt on my phone.

My finger tapped away at a resounding 'yes'. Then immediately as soon as the prompt was whisked away from sight, my phone went buzzing in my hands.

A notification. A direct message. I tapped at it and was greeted by the briefest, bluntest question ever.

<<Are you, you?>>

Sent by the one and only Amanda Collins only a few seconds ago. How diligently did she have to be to reply to me so instantaneously?

I received blunt, so I shall also be blunt in kind. It was only fair after all.

<<You who?>>

Apparently, Amanda didn't think so.

<<Funny. For real though, are you sneakers-in-the-washing-machine-guy? I've asked thirty different people already. If you are, give me an indication that you are.>>

An indication that proves that I am who I say I am. I know just the thing.

<Seen any Matriarchs around lately?>>

I received an answer almost at once.

<<IT'S YOU! Finally! Wow! Hello, again! Didn't think it'd take you this long to find me.>>

<<Were you just refreshing your feed all this time waiting to receive the notification for my friend request?>>

A little blurb consisting of three dots briefly appeared, and then - <Perhaps.>>

<<That's a little creepy…>>

<<Can really blame me... you didn't add me last night, I was a bit worried you might have forgotten.>>

<<And if I did forget... what would you have done?>>

Didn't take long for her to write a reply, every answer I've received so far was within a span of a few seconds. Either she's a fast typer or she can read my mind, and the case was the same for the text she sent next.

<<Got a car. Know where you live. Don't close your window curtains, okay?>>

<<...>>

She sent another one. <<Joking.>>

Still creepy.

<<Anyway…>> Amanda continued. <<Now we're friends here, yay! I'm glad we're able to move past nodding at each other in the elevator and actually have a proper conversation now.>>

<<Likewise.>>

<< :) >>

Didn't really know how I was supposed to reply to a smiling emote, but luckily I was spared having to think about a new topic by another message that popped up.

<<Listen, I'm a bit busy right now. Gotta be somewhere and fast, and it looks like it's gonna rain again too - won't be available to talk much in the afternoon, but I'm free in the evening! What say you?>>

I replied, shrugging my shoulders in real life. <<Evening's good.>>

<<Sweet! See ya~>>

And that ends that, timing well with the halting screech coming from the bus' wheels as it entered the first stop into town which so happens to be my stop.

Time for a walk.

I got up from my seat and as soon as I did, my phone buzzed again in my clutches.

Amanda Collins is now following you.


  
    Chapter 79: Our Normal

A walk turned into a jog. A jog turned into a sprint. From a sprint, it became a mad dash against time. I was fifteen minutes late. Every millisecond in every second in every moment was another moment Ash had to wait for me.

Five minutes was no biggie. Ten minutes, a bit shit… but do better next time, kay? Twenty minutes, why do you even deserve to live?

I don't know man, I don't know.

Came down to the point where I don't even know wait for the traffic lights anymore when I'm crossing the street, that's right I'm jaywalking now - come over and arrest me, Irene. Madman's out of control.

Wish time would just stay still for a moment. Spare me like a measly minute to catch my breath, why don't you? Sadly, Old Father Time kept winding down the clock evermore, everywhere I looked were constant reminders of my absolutely impeccable punctuality.

Jumbotron at the front of the shopping complex - 1:25 P.M.

Somebody by somewhere asked someone else for the time - 1:17 P.M.

Even my phone, flickering to life in my violently swaying palms, shone a glaring bright 1:29 P.M.

Thirty minutes after the appointed time slot I was supposed to originally arrive at, I finally reached the rendezvous point - panting, sweating, arriving as a disheveled wheezing mess.

I'm just relieved it hasn't rained yet.

The city center was a popular spot for meetups due to its simplistic layout. A disk-shaped region paved with cobble, a large fountain spewing water sitting in the middle, with routes leading to other parts of town on every end.

Many would wait by the fountain side for people for dates and friends to show. It was hard to go amiss by the fountain-side, you're guaranteed to find the person you're looking for with just a few seconds of looking around.



Ash would be waiting there, the note claimed.

Well, I had my few seconds, I had my time to look around, the thing was… I was looking around at the wrong time, the wrong few seconds - Ash wasn't waiting there.

God damn - wait… she's there. Turns out, she was there. I just needed a second glance, why? Because I barely even recognized here. Ria and Adalia did more than just show her the ropes, it seems - and like me, she had a total character makeover.

The only difference being - they succeeded with her much more than they did with me.

She was wearing that white sundress… the same one I saw her slip into last night. A view of it in the darkness of night was already a mesmerizing sight… in the light of day, however, it was amazing how much a change in luminosity can make such a staggering difference.

The wind howled, and her dress lightly fluttered along with it. Every curl, every frill, a dainty sway accentuating grace… never seen an angel before, not even when I was dead, but I guess this is the closest I'll ever get to ever beholding one's presence.

But instead of wings, Ash had her silvery-white hair.

I was used to seeing them streaming down past her shoulders, these past few days, held up in her room for so long, they were as frazzled as they could ever be.

Not anymore it seems. It was sleek, appearing smooth to the touch, and braided to a long flowing ponytail shimmering white. There was also a dab of rosy pink to her cheeks and a glossy look to her lips.

Ash and makeup was something I've never see be intertwined with one another. Not in my lifetime.

But it suited her, everything, it definitely did.

And clearly I wasn't the only one who thought so.

Guys who would walk by her were always doing a double-take, a second glance, to the gorgeous figure in white, their eyes captivated and in awe, until being abruptly brought back down to Earth with a slight pinch or a jab, their girlfriends haughtily turning their noses away, expressing very clearly of their discontent.

Not like I could fault the guys for it. Ash… she… she really was something to behold.

Compared to me, what am I?

A sweaty, tardy, unkempt mess, that's what.

Going by the state of things, this scenario should have played out the complete opposite. I should have been the one that was kept waiting for so long, not her.

Too late for hindsight, should stop fretting over every 'what ifs'… what happened, happened. All I could do now was make the best of it.

So I went, swiping up a loose strand of hair, breathing in a final breath for that extra bit of calmness, and approached her.

Apologies first. Can't go up there grinning like a fool pretending all was well. Just go up to her, and say to her face -

"You're here..."

That wasn't me. That was her. As I weaved and navigated through the wandering crowd, I failed to notice Ash was doing much of the same - reaching me faster than I could ever have reached her.

Hearing her say that, seeing the apprehension fade away from her glossy emerald eyes, damn does it make me feel guilty as shit.

"You're late," Ash spoke again. "I was told we were to meet precisely at noon's dawn."

"I know, I'm sorry," I said at once. "I got held up… there were things that I had to do and - "

I paused, my brows immediately furrowing in confusion. From afar, Ash looked right as rain - nearer now, practically face to face… can't believe it took me this long to notice it… another amenity in her makeover, except this time it only served to detract from her appearance as opposed to adding it.

So out of left field, I couldn't help but ask, "Why are you wearing earmuffs?"

Plated in a snowy white coating too, the kind you use when winter comes blowing and your hands start a-shivering.

Don't know about her, but my teeth weren't chattering yet. In fact, I feel pretty hot despite the wind's constant breeze. Then again, I just ran a marathon but I digress.

Ash raised her hands and firmly clasped both muffs. "I insisted."

"Insisted?"

"Mistress Ria strongly disapproved of it. She called it distasteful and tacky, claiming it to be in her own words, 'A big middle finger to the fashion industry and all it stands for.'," Ash explained, before giving a bemused frown. "I still fail to comprehend what that actually meant. 'Middle finger', hmm..."

That sounds about right.

"Nevermind her," I said, stifling away my amusement. "Why'd you insist? You disagree with that assessment?"

She shook her head.

"Far from it. I merely believed it a necessity, considering, well..." Ash spun around slightly from left to right, her arms rigidly spreading out on either side. "This outfit, it lacks a shroud to better conceal my ears. I insisted to Mistress Ria that it was an issue worth addressing, so reluctantly, after much convincing… she offered me this to obscure them from the public eye."

She finished her explanation, and I know I should have replied immediately. It was just that… that little twirl just now… My God, do it again.

"I see," I said, batting my eyes trying to blink back my composure. "Does it not bother you, though? It's practically squishing your ears tight, isn't it?"

"It has its drawbacks, admittedly…" She looked up at me. "But at least now, like this, I look normal, do I not?"

Normal. Oh, how I loathe that word right then. I know I was the one that insisted on it, urged her to always keep them hidden

Those Elf ears weren't normal, it was better to hide that part of yourself.

Once again, too late for any hindsight… what's now is now, and it was now that I finally saw the truth of it all along - that Ash has always been normal.

"Actually," I began. "You can take them off, Ash."

She gave another frown. "Pardon?"

"No one would mind seeing them, no worries," I said, stretching my hand out in front of her. "Plus, it's a date. I'd feel bad if you were always in constant discomfort. It's cool, Ash. You can let 'em show."

She was far from being persuaded. I noticed her eyes shifting dubiously from left to right, noting the dozens passing us by in a constant stream, apprehension surfacing again on her expression as she slowly reached for her earmuffs, an uneasy glance being thrown my way.

I offered a smile, that same foolish grin pretending all was well - except this time, it really was.

"Trust me."

Ash gently placed the muffs into my open palm, and those long sharp Elven ears of hers immediately sprung free in all their glory into the open air, unveiled, unshrouded no longer.

And what did the all-seeing, all-judging public have to say about it?

With eyes scouring frantically about, Ash hearkened to their call, and found no one else looking back at her with any form of peculiarity.

Nobody nowhere had anything to say.

Course, there were still the occasionally stares here and there, guys, and even some gals marveling away at her beauty, but none even came close to acknowledging any oddities in her appearance.

Because there were none.

After all, normal is what normal does. It seems your lessons bore fruit, after all, Ria. Good for you.

"See?" I said, watching as disbelief ripple across her expression. "What did I tell you?"

"How can this be so? Beforehand, you told me  - "

"I stand corrected," I simply said. "You don't have to hide them anymore. Just… be yourself as is, alright? No one's gonna look at you funny."

Although still a little confused, Ash nodded her head all the same. "Understood..."

Now she looked truly astonishing… the way she is now, and always will be…

It all felt a little surreal, to be honest… I mean, my Elf-Knight from another world couldn't be this cute, could she?

Apparently, she was, and it was such a shame she doesn't know that… not that I can blame her for it, that is.

That's all going to change, though, starting right… now.

"See, without those things, you look beautiful, Ash," I said, giving my most heartfelt smile. "You really do."

I didn't care whether or not that she believed it herself, in fact, I  really don't expect her to, not so easily anyway. But so long as she knows that I think so… that's all that matters.

She smiled and from the way she shifted about in place, it was abundantly clear compliments doesn't come to her as often as it should.

That's something that's going to change too.

"Thank you…" Ash muttered, her gaze tilting downwards. "You… you look good too, Master."

And just like her, I too wasn't one for being complimented.

It seems this date was going to change a lot of things for the both of us. For now though… we'll just start walking, and see where that brings us.

In spite of the ever-constant looming threat of downpour, the date continues on.


  
    Chapter 80: The Date, Part 1

My mom was a sucker for everything romance.

In our household, movie nights were frequently spent on the newest find in her vast collection of romcoms she had stowed in her personal library. Didn't matter the occasion - be it day, night, rain, shine - she never grew tired fawning and cooing over a new favorite pairing.

Looking back now, knowing who she really is… yeah, Terestra had some pretty vanilla pastimes.

You'd think maybe the literal manifestation of malevolence would prefer kicking babies in the faces as a hobby or something but no - love was in the air apparently.

I suppose I should be grateful to her, actually. The many nights watching fictional characters be all lovey-dovey with each other wasn't for nothing after all.

The fabled 'first date' was a staple in romance movies ever since the dawn of romance movies.

Having witnessed the sacred act beyond the border of a camera lens many times over, I was essentially a master in the ins and outs of dating.

In theory, that is.

Out in the field, actually participating in said act, was a whole 'nother matter entirely.

I'm not entirely sure walking laps around town counts as actually going out on a date… so why the hell are we already on lap two?

Attempted to strike up a conversation once.

"Come to think, where did Ria and Adalia run off to?"

"Mistress Ria was keen on visiting a friend nearby, she claimed. The Matriarch… she shared the same sentiment."

"Oh yeah? Anyone we know?"

"I… I suppose so. Mr. Black and Mrs. White… it seems they have taken to them quite well…"

"Ahh… yeah - yeah, they did."

First conversation wasn't much of a promising start, so I went for it twice.

"How's Asteria treating you, Ash? Been playing much lately?"

"No, not exactly. I find it still very much bewildering… even as I continue venturing forth. I've withheld playing again for now… it is much to take in so fast, it's rather discomforting."

"Oh… I'm sorry to hear that."

"Don't be."

Blundered the second try as well. Would have gone for a third, and I probably should have if I wanted to break the silence between us… but I've read a dictionary, I knew what the definition of insanity was - I ain't all eager to go down that route.

It's all good though. Everything was already prepped and ready, Ria had already handed me the blueprints for the perfect date. All I gotta do was adhere the rest of the day to this plan of hers.

We had a bit of a discussion sometime last night - the zoo was a definite no-go, as was that evening carnival trip. Zoo's in the next town over, and carnivals weren't exactly a dime in the dozen round these parts.

The only thing she suggested that was grounded in the realm of possibility was that dinner date at a restaurant, so we hopped on that bandwagon, called the fanciest schmanciest place in town, and booked a reservation for two at exactly five in the evening.

The conundrum I was facing now was that there were still three full hours of downtime to kill before the appointed time, and I wasn't exactly brimming with options here to spend them on.

Actually, wha - I don't even have a blueprint! Hell was I saying? It's more like a small torn out piece of a blueprint if anything. Plan? What plan?

We're lapping the same freaking shopping complex for the third time already. I swear, if I see that building one more I'm gonna…

"How about we go in there, Ash?"

Ash turned her focused gaze to the direction I pointed, her eyes soaring upwards to the looming scale of the building that stood before her.

"I recognize this structure," She remarked. "I've always wondered of the wonders it must contain within. Why, I must have passed it a dozen times during my first few days in your care, before… before the incident occurred."



Didn't dare tread further into more harrowing memories, goodness knows we have too much of that already. Instead, the present here and now, was what I intend to focus on today.

In a spur of ignited audacity, I grabbed hold of her wrist, coyly smirking while pulling her along towards the entrance.

She jerked back at first. "Master, what are you - ?"

"First time for everything," I said in response to her startled expression. "How about we go find out together, hmm?"

Immediately following my statement, I stopped feeling any more resistance from Ash. Her arm along with herself, she permitted to be pulled inward by me past the automatic sliding doors and into the extravagant space that was the shopping complex's front entrance.

Come to think of it… pretty sure this was Ash's first time in one. The outdoor one proved a glorious success when it came to cheering her up. How would the indoor version fare, I wonder?

Judging by her stare, widening by the second, mesmerized by all there was to see, I'd say it's doing quite well for itself.

Maybe… maybe walking around enjoying the sights wasn't all that bad of an idea after all if it could get her to be looking so riveted at something so mundane as an escalator… speaking of which -

"You've never been on one of those yet either, have you?"

"Those self-moving staircases, you mean? The one with people on them?" She shook her head. "No, never…"

"Hurrah for first times, then," I said, grinning again, taking hold of her hand once more.

Off we went again to find another mesmerizing sight.

Turns out there was a lot of them contained within these polished walls. Ash leaned over the guardrails of the escalator, craning her head so much and so fast that just watching her was enough to make my own neck stiff.

Second floor, third floor, fourth… there were many first times to be had everywhere we went. It's rather endearing seeing her try to restrain her enthusiasm over the most trivial of things maintaining a standard of elegance and grace that was expected of a Knight such as herself.

Unfortunately for her, those ears on her sides don't really hold any lies well. No hoodie on her head meant they were free to wriggle and squirm about unabated. It was actually quite a helpful indicator when it came to finding out the things that would intrigue her.

And everything intrigued her.

All the flashing lights, the whirring of machines, all the wondrous accessibilities presented to the public thanks to the era of modern civilization.

She never asked for anything, never once did she tug on my shoulder to inquire about any strange artifacts she came across. It wasn't like before when striking a conversation came as easy as snapping one's fingers.

Still very reserved, still very much holding back.

Not on my watch.

It was me now that began tugging at her shoulder. It was me now that both questioned and answered, trying to make her guess what device does what and explaining their purpose.

A pop quiz in the spur of the moment made for some entertaining few minutes.

It was fun walking into a random outlet, pointing at a random object, and seeing what random bizarre answer she'd come up with.

A microphone in the music store became a 'hilt of a sword'.

Mannequins. Those creepy, faceless things, Ash simply referred to as just 'Unsettling', which, to her credit, wasn't entirely inaccurate. Plus point for her I suppose.

At a toy store, browsing through, looking for the next big thing to test her on, out of nowhere I spotted a model replica of a garbage truck sitting atop a shelf.

I could practically feel myself sprouting some devil horns and tail as I turned around to face Ash smiling stupidly like a dumb kid in a toy store.

"Hey, Ash…" I muttered to her already mortified expression, knowing what was to come next.

"Oh no..." She whispered, shaking her head. "Master, don't - "

"I think this store might have a monster in it."

"Oh by the Gods, why…"

"Here, got you a sword here," I proclaimed, flourishing a plastic blade out from a rack full of the stuff. "Now go forth! Attack! Slay the fearsome creature, my good knight."

Ash, plainly unamused, had chosen to instead abandon the poor unfortunate store clerks and their customers to their harrowing plight, marching right out the store without so much as another word.

Looks like the elusive garbage truck gets to live another day.

Next up on the list was an impromptu visit to the game center on the sixth floor, this time under Ash's request.

The clamor and chimes blaring from the speakers was something she picked up on right away back at the ground floor - unsurprisingly, growing curiosity had wandered her over past the flashing neon lights hanging above the entranceway and into a minefield of both sight and sound.

The entire place was basically one big overload on the senses. It nearly overwhelmed her keen hearing - the crackling sounds of gunfire, the sonorous boom of a grenade, the sudden kick of a car engine's throttle - it was just her luck that she accidentally went stumbling into the arcade section.

Admittedly, it did feel kinda nice swooping in to save her from all the racket, guiding her along to a section that was far more lenient on her delicate sensibilities.

Like for example, the claw machines, which I swear were rigged due to the fact I blew ten bucks over one and haven't won a single prize at all.

Life just ain't fair man.

Then Ash, hastily recovering from the shellshock, took the reins and got herself a bunny plushie first try without any assistance whatsoever.

Yeah, life really ain't fair at all. That was the same plushie I was trying to win her.

"Here you go, Master," She said, walking up to my dispirited self and stretching out the bunny doll on one hand "It's the one you wanted, yes?"

Look, I knew she meant well. The sincerity in her voice just further affirms it. But really I felt so goddamned patronized having to take the plushie from her with a gratitude that I was far from feeling at all.

Nevertheless, I just smiled and nodded. "Why, thanks Ash! That's so nice of you - wow!"

Ash smiled back, my tone of voice evidently going right by her head. "No trouble at all, Master."

Just smile the pain away, yeah. You'll survive.

Hopefully.


  
    Chapter 81: The Date, Part 2

Our little expedition to discover what the mall had to offer came to an abrupt halt at the seventh and last floor, and by that point, the layout of the shopping complex in its entirety had already become ingrained into our skulls, with much of the three-hour downtime whittled down to a measly one.

One hour left, and the question and answer game that I've so heavily relied on up till now has been milked dryer than a corporate cow.

It served its purpose well enough, more than I could have hoped for actually. Slowly, surely, and gradually, Ash crept out of her little hidey-hole, not minding much anymore on letting her true feelings show without stifling down with a constant air of reluctance.

I'd very much like to keep this momentum going, but the question was - what else is there to do in an hour's time?

We kept our pace slow, keeping light conversation about the intrinsic properties of cheese and its vast potential as an ingredient to be used in pretty much every single food product, which for some reason fascinated her to no end, while in the meantime my head scrounged about itself doing its utmost to come up something worthwhile to do before I run out the capabilities of cheese.

There's only so much that curdled milk can do for a discussion after all, and sadly it wasn't very good as a conversation piece, gets a bit too cheesy after a while.

Thankfully, God must have been in a giving mood today, for just as soon as I emptied my admittedly short canister of cheese-related facts, the answer to all life's problems came barging before my very eyes like a car crash in slow motion.

Literally.

Two vehicles barreling towards each other at high speed - that was my solution.

We came to a stop outside another expansive outlet, and Ash, a slave to her intrigue, slowly approached the sign hung above the entryway, her eyes squinting to better decipher the words displayed in a dazzling glare of neon lights.

She tried.

"Super Bu… hmm, bum - bumper? Whatever is a bumper, I wonder?"

Ash didn't let herself wonder for long, a second later, she spun her inquiring eyes towards me and I, the all-knower of all things mundane, could only oblige.

"It's kinda like a car," I said.

Her ears perked up at once. "Cars, you say?"

"Yep," With a little a smirk, and a finger pointing forward, I directed her eager eyes onward. "Bumper cars."

Boom went another heavy collision, a reverberating echo of both metal and laughter gracing her twitching, wiggling ears, which further intensified, as she finally sighted the blocky-moving thing in action - spinning, drifting, crashing into walls and other blocky-moving lookalikes alongside with.

If disbelief could be calculated then Ash had already far surpassed any form of measurement it could possibly have.

I don't think she was even aware that she was moving again. It was as if the rumble of the bumper car's motor naturally compelled her towards its whirring embrace.

Against all odds, she actually managed to catch herself in time, settling herself by the sidelines before she could become an accessory to vehicular manslaughter because let's face it, if a car were to hit Ash, it won't be the passenger or the driver coming out of that crash scene unscathed…

Anyway, I drew up beside her, leaning my hands against the guardrails, expecting to hear some 'wow's and breathless 'ooo's of amazement, but no - Ash was too into it to even make a sound. Captivated by the runway of non-stop high octane blitz of motor engines.

Sometimes I could never tell what she was thinking. Other times it was simply clear as day. There were some days where I'd confused the sometimes with the other times and ended up with disastrous results.

Today, this time, was not one of those times.

It'd take a bigger idiot than me to mess this one up.

"I remembered one time you asking me if you'd ever get the chance to ride one on your own someday."

Ash untethered her focus from the chaos, slowly turning her gaze over my way to find that a smile of encouragement awaited her.

"You still feel the same?" I asked.

The glimmer in her eyes, the continuous twitching on either side, they spoke her answer far better than her voice ever could.

"I do."

Bumper cars here were fortunately the two-seater types. One sits the passenger all snug and nice, while the other takes control of the mayhem machine and wreaks havoc in the field.

Instantly I knew which part was tailored for whom. I took my place, buckled in my seatbelt, and looked over past the vacant seat beside me where the steering wheel still sat empty, it's driver just over yonder, standing in place, uncertainty filling her emerald eyes.

"Master, I'm not so sure of…" She slightly adjusted the helmet on her head. "You mention it's no different from riding a horse?"

"Practically the same thing," I piped back. "Only just a bit faster… and no saddles."

Despite my assurances, Ash still looked on at me with a dubious stare. "I'm not sure I believe you…"

"Only one way to find out then, I suppose." I urged her on again. "Now or never, Ash."

An opportunity such as this wasn't something she'd pass up on so easily. Never say never and sure enough, one deep breath later and out surfaced a determined look on her face, braving a march forward, taking her rightful place by my side and gripping the steering wheel with both hands tight.

She was like a mixture of anticipation and trepidation rolled into one. Couldn't help but feel a little bad seeing the helpless state she was in. Probably should have given her a refresher course beforehand.

Welp, got a thirty-second countdown - better late than never.

"You got two pedals down by your feet," I said, pointing them out to her rapidly shifting eyes. "See them?"

Ash frantically nodded her head, desperately clinging on to my every word. "Yes, yes, I do… what purpose do they serve?"

"Left one's to accelerate, right one's to stop and reverse. You use the steering wheel to move around. Simple enough, right? Any questions?"

"This is not a horse, Master!" Ash exclaimed.

"No questions then, alright!" I smiled, faced myself forward, and braced for impact. "Let's go!"

The blare of the buzzer signaled our start and Ash, in a state of panic stomped hard on the gas pedal, sending us propelling across the entire arena and crashing into the nearest wall.

If that wasn't enough, our little mishap painted a bullseye over our little bumper car, our opponents sensing fresh meat in their domain.

The rumble of many, many engines drew closer and closer to our position.

For our sake, I decided to offer a piece of advice to my fumbling driver. "Think this is the part where you move us out of the way, Ash."

"Pedals!" She spouted out helplessly. "Horses do not have pedals! Master, this contraption is beyond my control!"

"Well yeah it's outta control you still got your foot on the go pedal!" I said. "Push it on the other one, Ash. Slam it down - wait no, don't slam it down! Do it slow - SLOWLY!"

Again, Ash smashed her foot on the reverse, flinging us so far and so fast towards the opposite direction that I'm surprised the sound barrier wasn't broken yet.

Another solid wall, another rough crash, and another reason why seatbelts save lives. Damn was whiplash a hell of a thing, my poor neck was about to become an unfortunate martyr on safe driving.

Luckily enough, it seems most of our adversaries understand it'd be more of a risk coming after us than it was a reward, and steered clear of the runaway bumper car doing 360s in the corner.

I'm starting to regret this decision.

"What is…" I stifled down a gag. "What is 'slow' in Elf-speak?"

Ash kept the car spinning right round, doing uh… doing her best, I suppose.

"I'm trying, Master. This beast just refuse to be tamed!"

Forget buses, looks I found my newest form of transport to detest.

"Your foot… pedals, Ash!" I bellowed. "Take them off first!"

"I already have, Master!"

I snapped upright, sudden panic in my eyes threatening to burst them out of my sockets. "What?!"

"I've already refrained from pushing any more pedals!" She shouted again.

So much I wanted to pretend that I did not just hear what I just heard, I couldn't have, right? How can we be spinning out of control without any momentum?! It's impossible, IMPOSSIBLE.

Freaking Newton would be spinning in his grave if found about this breach in the laws of physics.

But just like dear ol' Issac himself, we were still spinning, we continued moving, and momentum just kept on momen-ting.

With dread, I glanced downwards, and sure enough… not a single foot of hers was on any of the pedals whatsoever… leaving only one possible explanation for it.

"Ash, did you break the goddamn reverse pedal with your foot?!"
    

I looked back up and saw pure unbridled shock sweeping past Ash's paling expression, her terror-stricken eyes staring back at me with disbelief of her own. "Did I?!"

Oh dear God...



  
    Chapter 82: The Date, Part 3

It hasn't even been five minutes and things were already figuratively and literally spiraling out of control. There we were, careening down the lane, round and round like the Earth to the Sun.

Tried pushing the other pedal - nope, that's unresponsive too. We're stuck maintaining a reverse speed with no end in sight, and Ash won't stop turning and twisting like a madman!

There two things that were racing through my mind in that one crucial, pivotal moment.

I was going to puke. Number one.

Number two - There was no way that I am ever going to live down the day where I have to explain to the staff in great detail just how my partner in crime managed to hit the break so hard that she broke the damn machine while curious onlookers peered closely at us by the sidelines.

Oooh… social anxiety. It's an unbearable thing.

Yep, I decided. I'm gonna pretend everything was just fine and dandy. It's good. I've dealt with vampires and shit, what's a little ring-around-the-rosie to me?

Nothing. That's right, nothing. I can… I can turn this thing around.

I hope.

Then one of the staff members, a shaggy-haired individual from afar, actually managed to notice that something was amiss in all the chaos and disarray that was happening and tilted his head our way, but luckily I manage to spot him in time, and thinking quick, I raised him a big thumbs up, and the widest smile I could possibly muster.

Didn't think I was all that convincing, but against all odds, employee-man simply shook his head and went on with his shift. Guy must have either been stoned on the job or really not all that observant as I was led to believe for that little trick to have actually worked on him.

But I knew that thumbing up every employee that looked our way wouldn't last us in the long-run, all it'd take was one keen-eyed fellow to turn our way to know that something really wasn't right.

We need to get this under control and fast.

There's a saying people like to use - fake it till you make it? Well, somehow I gotta get Ash to fake it so good, that she has to make it.

I'll make a Nascar driver out of her yet.

"Ash, get good quick please."

Steering hard to the left, steering quickly to the right, Ash was driving like she was on thin ice, it's no wonder we keep spinning in circles.

"I'm doing my utmost," She grunted, her teeth in a tight grit. "But this is a drastic departure from horse riding. With a horse, I can surely -"

I flailed my arms around. "Forget the horse! Bad horse, bad analogy, my bad! No horse! This isn't a horse so stop pulling the steering wheel like it's a rein, you're gonna accidentally rip it off."

Still treating my words like law, Ash immediately adhered to my command and stopped pulling at once - but apparently, she also took that as a green light to let go of the wheel entirely.

Ash, why.

"No, keep your hands on it, don't let go!" I freaked, pulling her reluctant hands back to the reins. "You need control, get control."

"Ah, forgive me! I wasn't… I wasn't thinking just then."

Yeah, clearly… I don't think my poor spinal cord can take another impact like the ones you keep hurling us towards.

"It's simple, alright?" I said gently, attempting to diffuse the tension with some calmness. "Turn the wheel, and the car will turn where you decide to turn. Forgot about speed. Just avoid the walls, avoid the other cars, and we'll just run the timer out, yeah?"

Ash let out a breath. "Under… Understood..."

She says one thing, but her expression says another - it didn't seem like she understood anything at all.

I mean, there wasn't exactly like a precedent I could go off on here, something I could compare a bumper car to… tell me, what on Earth is the fantasy equivalent of driving and drifting?

Of course, I went for horse. It's like the closest thing there is! But apparently, it wasn't close enough. Ash just couldn't grasp the concept of motor vehicles and their intricacies.

Crash course. We really should have taken a crash course.

Once again, too late for regrets, no time for hindsight... just gotta make the best out of the worst - and the only best I could see was for Jesus to come over and take the wheel himself.

Can't slash yourself out of this one, Ash. No sword's gonna…

Sword.

Swords can swing.

Idea.

"It's a sword."

That out-of-the-blue statement combined with my serious expression - I really can't fault Ash for looking at me like I've just gone crazy or something. The grin that was slowly spreading across my face didn't really serve to help matters all that much as well.

Ash didn't like the look on my face one bit. "Master, are you perhaps unwell?"

"It's a sword, Ash," I repeated again, this time fully committing to the idea. "Think of the car as one big round moving sword, okay?"

Poor Ash, if she wasn't utterly confused before, she certainly was now. "I don't… I don't follow…"
    

"Bear with me," I said, "Car's the blade, steering wheel's the hilt, and you swing! Left for left, and right for right. Same principle."

It was the next best thing, and coincidentally enough, it was the only thing I got remaining in my arsenal of ideas. If this doesn't work… then off I go seeing the manager and talking 'business'.

That's not really the endgame that I wanted here.

"Go on, Ash," I said, crossing the fingers on both of my hands. "Take a swing."

Elf-Knight from another world, I know. Swords and cars are as far from one another as they could ever be, asking her to make a mishmash out of the two was the same thing as having me not fall for a pyramid scheme.

But unlike me, the literal epitome of incompetence, Ash, on the other hand, proved far more diligent when it came time to dealing with unwanted predicaments.

With effort and composure concentrated into one action, she swung the sword, and the results were immediate. The car she claimed untamable, uncontrollable, finally swerved to her will, sparing us of another rude encounter with a solid wall.

"Oh!" The shock in her voice was apparent, the astonished look in her eyes, the staggering quiver in her breath, it all culminated to the biggest I've ever seen on her face. "I've done it!"

She turned around to face me. "Master, I did it!"

"Turn again!" Shouted I, pointing forward towards an approaching adversary, whose sights and ill-intent were intently set on us.

Ash swerved again, a sharp turn that was only mere inches away from impact, barely grazing the rubber rim of our opponent's car. Dodging was already impressive enough, considering our constant pace backward, but impressive wasn't enough her - Ash spun the opposite direction, drifting a perfect semi-circle back into our assailant, and colliding into them so hard, they went careening all the way to the other end of the arena.

I couldn't believe what I just saw there.

"That was you?" I asked, my eyes blinking rapidly in bewilderment.

Ash, with her mouth hanging wide open, even she wasn't sure if what happened just happened. "I… I believe so…"

But it happened, her sudden grasp at the controls, every turn and swerve controlled and focused - this was happening alright, Ash was getting good again.

Suddenly nausea and worry had all dissipated from my thoughts replaced by a sudden surge of ecstasy and adrenaline, it planted a huge smile on my face.

"Well, don't stop now," I said, cheering her on with a pat on the shoulder. "Keep that sword swinging, Ash. We're in the ring for another six minutes."

"Understood, Master!"

Unlike before, there was a strength to her voice, a boldness, that finally matched well with her affirmation and a confidence that surfaced past her apprehension.

Don't know how, don't know why, but that sword metaphor actually worked, and I'm not going to question one bit at all. Maybe I should start comparing everything to a sword if I wanted her to excel at something. Seems to be going great so far.

By the seconds, Ash's drifting skills were being honed to even greater levels, dodging and evading all without even a single glance backward, each turn she made getting tighter, much more refined, than the last.

And I wasn't the only one to have noticed her sudden improvement. One by one, the many among us had slowly come to realize that the little bumper car that could have gone and done it.

We weren't seen as bumbling amateurs, now we stood among them down at the bottom of the food chain as fresh meat… and everybody was itching for a piece.

And to that, all I have to say was - Good luck to you all.

Ladies and gentlemen, start your engines.



  
    Chapter 83: The Date, Part 4

It didn't take too long to crumble to bits the existing state of affairs. What was once just a desperate attempt at clinging onto any semblance of control has evolved into outright dominating the entire playing field with no one being able to contest.

Pretty soon there was a new apex predator in the vicinity with all the refinement and grace of a master at play, and everybody everywhere was gunning for her, eager to topple the usurper from the top of the food chain.

They did this, one by one, meeting us in defiance, all while shouting out a question that has been eluding them just as much as we have for all this time.

"Why the hell are you moving backwards?!"

Bumper car after bumper car, it was an endless tirade of the same question spoken out in diffrent variations. Some thought it was a new tactic, others took it as a provocation, but the overall majority simply thought we were just being weird.

With each victory, the mystery of the backward bumper car kept growing in scope and size that it's guaranteed to be solidified as a legend told throughout time in these very walls.

It's gone to the point that I rather keep the reality of the matter a mystery for all time. Why spoil the fun with a broken pedal, am I right? Better off keeping the magic going, especially if the results surpassed expectations.

I woke up today setting off on this venture bearing in mind of one goal and one goal only - turning Ash's perpetual frown upside down.

Can somebody say mission accomplished, please?

Ash was showing more than just a simple amusement, displaying more than just brief fleeting glances of joy - the steering wheel in her hands were turning as the minutes kept winding, and through it all, she was always smiling.

It came to the point where my concentration would stray away from what was in front of me in favor of focusing instead on what was beside me, and what sat beside me indeed was a far more preferable sight than anywhere else around.

To see slight crinkles forming in the corner of her eyes, small dimples at the ends of her lips, to hear laughter - true genuine laughter coming from her as she drifted about - I believe that was actually the first time I ever heard her laugh out loud.

It was then that I came to realize one thing.

Ash had a beautiful laugh, a beautiful smile.
    

A beautiful everything.

For a moment I've forgotten who and what she really was. Staring at her, I didn't see an Elf, I didn't see a Knight. Restraints, reserves - gone. All I saw was a girl, simple and sweet, enjoying the little things in life as well as she possibly could.

If time could have stopped at that one moment, I don't think I'd really have minded at all. But that'd be asking for too much now, wouldn't it? Everything had to end eventually.

And inevitably, it did. Slowly but surely but the battle was drawing to a close. The cars were losing speed, the anarchic atmosphere got quieter, and the operator at the controls powered down the chaos as the timer finally struck zero.

Ash threw a glance my way with surprise in her eyes, clearly experiencing for the first time the feeling of the phrase - 'Time flies when you're having fun'.

"Are… Are we done?" I heard her ask, her voice with hints of disappointment.

I nodded my head and gave a simple, "Yep."

"Oh," She fell to a sudden silence for a short moment, and briefly I worried that she might actually be upset, but then she raised her eyes back to me, and with a little uncertainty, asked, "if at all possible, may we… Master, could we go again? Just one more, perhaps?"

Y'know how cat's eyes grow wide and it's just the most adorable thing in this cold miserable existence we call our lives? Well, Ash wasn't exactly doing that, but it was unsettling close to the real thing. In fact, in some ways, I'd wager to say it actually surpasses it.

Refusing her right there and then felt like I was committing an act of heresy of the highest order, I wanted so much not to refuse her - but people were leaving their cars, staff members were lining to the scene and I ain't to keen on a confrontation.

Breaks my damn heart, but…

"Sorry, Ash. Another time, alright?" I said, unbuckling my seatbelt. "Next time for sure."

She did her best to hide it, but those ears of hers drooping downwards laid her feelings bare. Nevertheless, she still nodded her head and stood up after me. "Understood."

Departing from the general vicinity was done in a rush, made even harder by the fact that we kept getting obstructed by people stopping by wanting to compliment the driver behind the wheel.

Poor Ash was at a compliments loss from all the compliments and cheers, it was actually quite an amusing sight to behold.

She must have shaken at least a dozen hands before we even made it out of the rally, by which point, the employees were already making their rounds inspecting the vehicles.

After one last firm handshake and a good game, we finally made our exit, but not before I tucked away hundred dollar bill alongside a little 'sorry' note written on a feedback sheet underneath the register. Hopefully, that'd be enough to compensate for the damage we've caused.

Took a last glance behind and saw the same shaggy-haired looking at our bumper car with a very puzzled look. Seeing that as our cue to adios the hell outta there, I took Ash by the hand, catching her by surprise, and didn't once let go of her until we made it all the way back to the ground floor.

When I received the inevitable inquiry as to why we were running. All I could say to her, heaving and panting like a dog, was "Pedals."

"Ah!" She cupped a hand around her mouth. "Yes, that was an issue, wasn't it?"

"You seemed to be faring all right," I gasped, wiping away the sweat from my brow. Goddamn escalators, why didn't we take the elevator? Damn, I'm a dumbass.

"Should we have… made amends?" Ash raised her eyebrows. "I believe we should."

"Already have."

"Ah! As expected of you, Master. Your generosity knows no bounds."

Y'know what was bizarre? Ash didn't seem to trouble by it at all. In fact, I noticed that she still had a smile beneath her palm.

That wasn't the only thing of significance, I realize only just then that she couldn't keep still at all now, constantly swaying her body about, shuffling her feet in place, and just in general much livelier than normal.

Admittedly, I was a little taken aback by it. "You okay, Ash?"

And it seems as if she herself wasn't even aware of how springy and boisterous she suddenly became, tilting her head and asking with raised eyebrows, "But of course. Master. Why wouldn't I be?"

I gaped at her, blinking twice. "No, it's nothing - nevermind about it. So, err - uhh - we got twenty minutes left till dinnertime, you ready to head off?"

An eager nod of the head followed by another wide smile. "Indeed I am."

It happened. It finally happened. Tried for so long, failed too many times to even count, but it's finally happened - The Elf Knight from another world has finally learned to have fun for the first time in her life.

No sadness, no pain. The weight on her shoulders has been lifted, and now she walked alongside me with steps light and free. Any conflictions, any harrowing thoughts she may have on her mind, for now, only for now, was cast to the wayside.

Now there was just us, just today, and just this date.

Mission accomplished, Ria. If only you could see us now, eh?

Here comes the final stretch of the evening, time to score for a touchdown.



  
    Chapter 84: Chatterbox

The first thing that greeted us upon exiting the shopping complex was the rustling howl of the wind and a seemingly endless horizon of murky grey that diminished almost all daylight in the sky. Now, growing up, I knew of one fact that has always stayed a constant all throughout life - the sun never ever sets until half-past seven.

Gloomy weather begged to differ. From the way things looked, you'd think that perhaps the Sun had decided to clock out early or something, can't really fault anyone for thinking different. Only way you could actually tell that it was still early in the evening was as if you looked at the time itself.

There was a deep rumble in the clouds, one that seriously didn't bode too well for the coming hours ahead. Rain was definitely coming alright… and it'll be coming down hard.
    

Suddenly I felt myself being thrust back into it, returning again to a mindset of worries, the familiar feeling of unease.

Amelia's words echoed profoundly as much as the reverberating thunder did - if the rain really was not a result of natural causes, and say it was really a formation caused by some mystery person that has yet to be seen, then really…

What was it that they're trying to accomplish here by deluging the city streets with sporadic downpours? What's the heavy rain supposed to mean at all?

And just how deep was I going to get involved in this new rabbit hole that's appeared?

"Master?" Ash's voice was light, carefree even…as it should be, because to her, the rain was just that - only rain. "Should we make haste, or would you rather stand and stare for just a moment longer?"

Hearing her make light jest, especially with an expression that could light the darkest dark that has ever darked, was a very surreal experience to have graced my virgin ears, nonetheless, just as with her shift of demeanor, I wholeheartedly embrace this new sensation with open ears and arms.

"Nope, I'm done with the staring," I said, turning myself to the direction of the sidewalk. "Let us, as you say, make righteous haste… yeah?"

I just wish that I could think that the approaching storm could just be that too… merely a storm.

Thanks, Amelia.

It was another long walk through to reach our location, plenty of time still, needn't rush, so we took our time to smell the flowers and catch up on all the sights.

Contrasting starkly to just a few hours back, Ash has gone from a comment here and there to producing full-on sentences and even chatting away whole paragraphs without even pausing once to restrain herself.

It was like she possessed much more exuberance than she knew what to do with and the only way to funnel them out was through words.

Her favorite topic so far to no one's surprise was her little Initial D moment back at the bumper rally. It was actually quite endearing, not to mention, entertaining, to hear her ramble on to no end about the intricacies of every slight drift and turn she's ever made in the ring.

It helped a bit to stave away my apprehension… but just like the looming grey threat in the sky, they would always continue to linger.

Funny really how the tables have turned so drastically. Now I was the one-comment-here-and-there type and Ash was the chatterbox keeping the conversation at an active pace.

What a complete and total role reversal.

So amusing in fact that I couldn't help but point the sudden switch-a-roo out to her, to which she then inquired with a concerned expression, saying, "You're right, why is that I wonder? Master, could there be something that is possibly troubling you at the moment?"

Briefly, ever so briefly, the urge to simply spill the beans sprouted to mind. But like hell I'm gonna spoil the evening with a bombshell such as that.

So instead, I shook my head, smiled reassuringly, and offered a rather believable explanation for it.

"I'm just hungry."

"Is that so?" Still, a dubious gaze fronted me, apparently my believable explanation wasn't all that believable after all. "Are you sure that perhaps… it is not I that could be the root cause of your change in behavior?"

"What?" I drew my head back. "No, no, no, no, not at all, Ash. I just wanna eat. I mean, how the -? How'd you even get to that conclusion?"

Ash's pace slowed slightly, her smile a sheepish one, veering her gaze to the sidewalk. "My Masters before you, from my own experience, earning their ire is as simple as merely uttering a single word to them. Under them, I know more silence than I do words… but with you, it's - "

"Different, right?" I interjected, delving my hands into my pockets. "I'm not your standard affair. I understand… in your perspective, it's pretty weird, bizarre - what else, it's… uncomfortable?"

"It's nice," She looked at me, her emerald eyes shimmering bright. "Very, very nice…"

"Oh…" Wasn't expecting that. I cleared my throat. "Well, don't go thanking me just yet… still got the rest of the date ahead of us."

"Yes. This date has proven itself worthwhile, after all. I wholeheartedly look forward to the next date we'll be having."

"The next date?"

"Yes, the next date..." Ash said, frowning. "Why, will there not be another?"

Ooo, she went ahead walked herself into that one, completely defenseless as well. The eagerness in tone, the slight hint of worry after a wrong assumption. This does put a smile on my face.

Time to test the waters a bit.

"I didn't say that, no… but, since you brought it up, can I just assume that means you want to go on another date with me?"

All of a sudden Ash was now at a lack for words, how very surprising.

She brushed a strand of loose hair away. "Well… As a servant, I can only - "

"You want to ride on the bumpers cars with me?"

Her ears gave a twitch. "It was certainly - "

"Fun, right? You want to have more fun with me? You want to enjoy yourself more with me? "

A furrow on her brow. "Master, I - !"

"You want it?

And she pursed her lips. "I… Don't you?"

"I'm asking you, Ash."

Round and round we could go on for all eternity, I wasn't dropping the subject till I hear exactly what I wanted, plus, seeing her gradually become more flustered with every second was a big plus. 10/10 would fluster again, or at least until I hear a genuine honest 100% bonafide -

"Yes, I do," Ash sputtered out, wincing, her expression teeming with great reluctance. "I want to… have another date… with you... I suppose."

I was smiling so wide my cheeks were hurting. "Wait, what do you mean you suppose?"

That wince turned into a sulking stare. "Somehow I get the sense that you deriving some twisted sense of amusement under my expense."

"Hmm, do you also suppose that's true?"

"But you are benevolent with words," She continued. "You wouldn't do that to me, would you now Master?"

"I dunno, Ash," I said, shrugging. "Do you also suppose that I wouldn't?"

Didn't think it was possible to convey complete and absolute disappointment in one fleeting expression, but apparently, when there is an Ash, there is a way.

"Alas," She muttered, sighing away all hopes for the world. "It seems I must stand corrected."

"Oh…" I said, frowning along with her. "You really suppose so?"

Needless to say, the rest of the journey over was accompanied by the occasional reproachful glance thrown my way. It seems as though her resilience to attacks were only exclusive to the physical. She does not do well being teased, didn't even need a bullet for a critical hit.

Some might say that I shouldn't tease her so much, but in my defense, Your Honor - it got her pouting so it was so worth it. Case adjourned.

Besides, any resentment she might still have for me had all but dispersed by the time we reached the restaurant. I've only been to a handful throughout my life, having grown up in the countryside and all, but even I could tell that the building that stood in front of us was in a league of its own.

Middle-class living me was as equally in wonder as Ash was. I had a skim through their website, so I knew what the restaurant looked like, but a couple of panoramas and videos paled in comparison to the real genuine article.

Stained glass adorned every window, each with its own intricate artwork so finely engraved within them. Walls so white you could practically see them shimmer and shine like silver. They even have a doorman employed, complete with his own set of custom-made attire and a pearly-white smile.

I was more of a fast-food experience type of guy, so suddenly getting the first-class treatment before I've even stepped foot into the premises was like stepping into a whole new world of fine-dining that I've never seen before.

Got one employee graciously bowing us in, another one offering to take my blazer off for me, even had one gushing over how perfect Ash and I looked together to which I had to force myself an appreciative smile back otherwise awkwardness would ensue.

Dude, I just want to get to the reservation…

After a few more moments of some discomforting comfort, we finally managed to weasel our way over to the immaculately-looking young lady by a podium. Saw her lead a couple of people to a table a few seconds back, so I can only assume she's in charge of the reservations around here.

So I confronted her, saw her smile the usual smile, and hear her recite the typical, overly cheerful - "Good evening! What can I do for you?"

I smiled back. "We have a reservation,"

"I see. Well, I do hope you'll have a pleasant experience with us. Now, what's the name of your reservation?"

That's when I drew a blank. I realized… only just then… that I did not know the name of the reservation - Ria booked the place, not me. I was, uh… donating blood at that point in time.

Apparently, asking for details after Ria confirmed the booking just flew right by me and now karma's here to righteously bite me in the ass, and for once I'm inclined to agree it was very much deserved.

Then again, shouldn't Ria have told me in the first place? I'm not entirely at fault here, am I?

"Is there something wrong, Master?"

Ash, clinging closely by me, tilted her head in question. If this date ends up as a blunder because of something I did, I'm going to willingly ram myself into the next truck that comes my way.

Hopefully, my newly-reincarnated self would have some semblance of common sense in his new life.

Drawing blanks, I muttered out the first idea that popped into mind. "We're the, uh… five o'clock reservation. Gave a call, yesterday? My phoeni - friend booked it."

The lady had a little writing pad to which she kept by her at all times. I know because she was looking at it right now, muttering names under her breath while throwing the periodic glance my way.

What happened next, even I wasn't so sure about it yet. Suddenly her eyes peeked over at me from her little pad, and from the way her eyes narrowed staring back at my face, it was as if she was doing her best to refrain from speaking out.

Briefly, I wondered why that was. Did something screw up with the reservation? Did it get canceled? Maybe Ria screwed up somehow?

Then the lady's warm smile return and I got my answer. No, nothing was screwed up, reservation didn't get canceled, Ria handled the booking quite well.

Maybe a little too well, if you ask me.

"Reservation under a Mr. I-Heart-Elves Jr. for a table of two, is that right?"

You've any idea how hard it was to maintain a smile like all was well and good?

Very. Very hard.

The reservation lady can vouch for me, cause she had to retain that same smile the whole time too.

"Yep," I said, nodding my head in affirmation. "That's - That's me, alright. Mr. I-heart… whatever."

Ash seemingly decided it best to simply pretend that the last few seconds had not occurred and feigned ignorance on the whole matter, looking up at the glass chandelier like it was the most fascinating thing that ever existed. It'd have worked too if her ears had only stopped floundering about like a fish out of water.

"Very well, then," spoke the lady once more. "This way, if you will follow me, I'd lead you to your seats."

"Wonderful," I said, clasping my hands together. "Simply splendid."

Somehow, somewhere, I could feel a Phoenix gloating and smirking her lips wide, having succeeded in her revenge against the cruel broccoli-giver and was now having her last laugh in the skies on a ploy well done.

Starting tomorrow, it's only vegan for her.

I swear to God.



  
    Chapter 85: Wine And Dine

Up high above to the second-story was where our table was reserved, and somehow the second level had far surpassed the ground floor both in presentation and scope.

The lady navigated us through countless occupied tables, winding and slithering through, allowing us a brief moment to take in the magnificent sight that practically begged to be marveled at.

All four walls that surrounded the lavish interior were enamored with golden frames, where life-like paintings of many shapes and sizes loomed over the dozens of equally lavish-looking patrons already partaking in the middle of an expansive feast.

A large bar, with a bartender juggling too many glasses to even count. On one end, playing atop a dimly-lit stage, was a live jazz performance starring an actual well-renowned group notorious around these parts.

Weeks ago, if you were to come up to me and tell me that I'd be moving up in the world, I'd have laughed at your face all the way to hell and back. Pretty sure it was like one of the fundamental universal rules of life.

Pretty sure there's a passage that God has written there somewhere going something like: 'Thou shall not befall fortune onto the spineless, if otherwise, thou shall literally become spineless. Go on and try it, I ain't playing.'

In any case, being able to take a single step into this place, let alone dine in it, was like a pipedream come to life.

Just a week ago, I'd go broke from just taking a sip of water here… now though? Well… thank God for Dr. Ria and her magical healing elixir that wasn't in any way at all the least bit suspicious whatsoever.

So far Ash was sharing much of the wonder I had for the extravagancy that paved every square-inch of the place to the point where if she flutters those ears of hers any faster, she'd be hovering to the skies.

Playing follow the leader with reservation-lady was good and all, but I'm growing a bit tired of nearly bumping into tables with every sharp turn that abruptly came our way. Perhaps I should learn from past mistakes and actually start asking questions for once.

Certainly wouldn't kill me to try.

"Excuse me," I said, letting myself be heard above the saxophone solo. "Mind pointing out where exactly we'll be sitting?"

"Oh, won't be long now, actually," She responded, sounding apologetic. "You're booked to the VIP table. Unfortunately, it's quite a ways away, but we're getting close."

I stopped moving at once. Ash stopped moving too. And reservation-lady, noticing her little posse had frozen still like a statue, also followed suit.

"Something wrong, Mr. Elf Sir?" She asked.

Oh, something was definitely wrong, alright. "Yeah, um… firstly drop the Elf part. Secondly, you said VIP table? Pretty sure we booked a normal table, actually. Sure you ain't reading off of someone else's reservation there?"

With a frown, the bemused young lady referred back to her notepad in hand, tapping rhythmically away at its contents, before smiling slightly and saying with a shake of the head, "You're right. There has been a mix-up on tables. I'm terribly sorry for the inconvenience. Listen, I'll go check with my manager downstairs, and I'll get back to you in a moment, is that alright?"

A simple mistake that was brushed aside with a wave of my hand. These things happen, after all. "No problem. We'll just be here."

After another remorse-ridden apology, she strode off in a hurry down the steps and disappeared out of sight within a second's notice.

"Something the matter?" asked Ash, who barely was able to follow along with the conversation.

"Got the wrong reservation, it seems. Gonna have to wait till she finds us a table," I replied.

"Oh?" Ash looked around, a frown gradually showing on her face. "But I see many that sit unoccupied, couldn't we simply just…?"

"Uhh, okay, Ash… the definition of reservation is?"

Her eyes focused briefly onto one spot, her brow furrowing more and more by the second.

"May I refrain from answering that?" She muttered quietly. "I fear that I may only be subjecting myself to more of your mockeries should I give you my answer."

I smirked. "Hey, promise I won't laugh."

"Liar."

Okay. Seems like I wasn't the only one learning from past mistakes here. Clever girl.

"Back! I'm back!"

Huffing and puffing, hands on her knees, reservation-lady strode back into view with a teeth-baring smile and good news riding at the tip of her tongue.

"Sorry for the wait, but I've got your table all sorted out now. I've consulted with my manager and he's got everything set out for you just right!"

"Alright, sweet… appreciate the help," I said.

She grinned again. "Yep. So now if you would just follow me, I'll get you set up on our best table at the executive lounge."

"Kay, right, well Ash… you heard the lady. Let's go on ahead to the executive - " I paused momentarily, rewinding and replaying in my head what the heck had just befallen upon my hearing. "Sorry, say again?"

"The executive lounge."

"The executive lounge?!"

The executive lounge.

A secluded room located in the comfiest corner of the premises available only for the elitist of the elite. A room with the best view, best seats, best lightning, basically the best of the best for every best solely for the very best.

Or at least that's what the website advertised.

Walking in, taking in everything at first glance, I can tell you this much… they won't be getting sued for false advertising anytime soon. The view could do with a little work, it was still a bit bleak and dark there outside. Though I suppose the service industry can only do so much when it comes to the weather, can't really wish the thunder clouds away.

The next few minutes were essentially just me acting on autopilot as I try my best to process what the heck is happening in the here and now.

Like, why were our seats being pulled out for us? Why was it did we have our own personal waiter and waitress standing by at the sidelines? Why… why oh why, I wonder… why this was happening to us specifically?

Reservation-lady just walked away after reaffirming for the umpteenth time that she was just following orders and that everything was rightfully in order.

Meaning to say, this was exactly where we were meant to be.

So be it.

Menu in hand, I stared at our selections for the night. So many delectable delights, yet I couldn't focus on any single one of them. I wasn't lying before when I said I was famished, but it seemed as if curiosity itself was staving away my hunger and in turn, was growing an appetite of its own, a craving.

A craving for answers.

Ash, for her part, remained blissfully unaware of the utter absurdity that was the past five minutes… couldn't really blame her, I was the one here well-versed with the ongoings of modern life, she probably was under the impression that everything was as it should be, that everything was going according to plan.

When in actuality it really wasn't. Didn't got no blueprint for this, don't even think this had anything to do with any scheme of Ria's.

But yet… still we're here. How did this happen?

"Master, have a look here," Ash beamed at me over the top of her menu, twirling it around to face me and baring it wide. "Here it actually lists a wide variety of cheese types, It's as you say! Mozzarella, Brie, Parmesan… Cheddar! Cheddar bears a striking resemblance to corn flakes, perhaps I should… no, actually, Master, what would you suggest is best?"

Her enthusiasm, the eagerness in her voice, they both proved to be very infectious.

I smiled back, trying my absolute best to cast aside the questions that were burning within me, and answer while maintaining my tone more on the lighter side. "Maybe have something along with it too, yeah? Get some spaghetti, sausage, and maybe some… woah, woah, woah - what's this?!"

Two wine glasses, a chilled bottle of wine, without warning was placed and poured out halfway before I was given chance to intervene, both waiter and waitress staring back at me with their heads angled sideways.

Why was I the one getting the sideways treatment? Am I the one going crazy here? Even Ash was raising a questioning brow at me.

"Who - maybe there's a mistake somewhere, but I didn't order this," I pointed out, my finger pressing against the cold hard brand of wine. "This is a thousand excluding taxes, I saw it on the menu, and even if I could afford it… Newsflash: I don't drink."

"Not to worry," spoke the waiter.

"It's complimentary," finished the waitress.

"A courtesy from the manager himself," The waiter smiled.

"The manager adores new arrivals," piped the waitress.

"He really does."

"Savor the drink he says."

"Along with your beautiful date."
    

"Don't spoil the mood."

"Order your food."

"And do enjoy your evening with us," they both finished in unison.

What in the fuck. If they actually rehearsed that, well played. If they didn't - then aliens. What the hell.

Rehearsed or not though, something was definitely off here. There was no hiding my concern any longer, it surfaced… and it showed, and I was about to make it heard.

There were these seven words I'd never thought I'd say. I forbid myself from ever uttering those accursed syllables, that dreaded statement, but the time calls for some drastic measures to be made… and this was drastic indeed.

I glanced over at Ash, and saw apprehension welling up in those shimmering emerald eyes of hers - eyes that were once teeming with joy. Wasn't about to let a little bizarreness ruin such a special occasion. I had to say it.

So I did.

"I want to speak to your manager."

Smiles on both faces. Bows with both heads. "Very well," They both said, then they both left.

Ash and I shared a bewildering stare, but before any one of us could say a word to one another, the sound of one's footsteps slowly crept its way into audibility.

Unsurprisingly, Ash was the first to pick up on it, her ears for once keeping still and perked.

One step. Two steps. Then a thud.

One step. Two steps. Then a thud.

That thud wasn't of anything significant to me, but to Ash, to her ears… it made all the difference. She looked over at me, a peculiar expression on her face, saying, " The slam of a cane, getting more prominent with every step. I can hear it."

"A cane?" I repeated, turning towards the door.

"Yes, I believe…" Ash said. "I believe their superior... is limping."

It clicked. It finally clicked for me. Clicked. Just as the door swung wide, just as another thud reverberated against the wooden floor, just as I stood up, ready to bolt.

These past few weeks, it was easy to forget that the everyday didn't all brim with magic and mythical creatures alike. It was easy to forget that the mundane itself held its own secrets deep within the underbelly of society's eyes.

The everyday didn't have dragons soaring through the air, it didn't have demons ravaging the city streets.

No, what we did have instead were blackmails, bribes, fronts… our own version of evil didn't breathe fire, they didn't have horns - instead, they run thriving businesses, they wear suits… some also may wield canes.

It was difficult to try and compare the lesser of the two evils, but right then, it really didn't matter. Evil has arrived.

The Mob Boss has come to say hi.

Not sure if they'll be a chapter tmr or not. Still got some things I need to do.

Ah well, I guess we'll see when that day comes, I suppose.



  
    Chapter 86: Back Into The Lion's Den

Today really seemed to be the day of hindsight.

I can think of multiple instances in the last three hours where some things could have gone better than they had, a couple of places where sound judgment would have been greatly appreciated.

Now that's the problem there, you see. I mean, sound judgment? Me? You trying to be funny? Have you seen my decision-making skills so far? You couldn't even trust me to pick out my own clothes for the day, I needed two girls to do such a simple task for me.

So if I did have sound judgment, then clearly it's also in desperate need of some hearing aids or something.

But… in all fairness, the unexpected is unexpected for a reason. Many of those situations just reared their head ups all spontaneous-like….and most of the time I could have never seen them coming.

I should have seen this coming…

I should have seen him coming.

Clad in black, and emanating an air of absolute authority. Every feature, every subtle aspect of him, his slicken-black hair, the after-shadow of a recently shaved face, made to only further emphasize the ice-cold demeanor that at this point had become always second nature.

Aloof and frigid were the blacken irises that stared back at my own. Slowly, I watched them drift away, hovering and lingering, to the scowl forming within emerald eyes.

A tense reunion of three. Introductions weren't necessary.

Lighting flashed the skies.

"Good evening."

Tumultuous and commanding, like the thunder rumbling shortly after. It was nice to know that he could still sway the atmosphere like no other. I had hoped that my first meeting with him would have been my last. But clearly, that was just too much to ask.

Seems our date has just been put on hold indefinitely. And it was going so well too…

Fingers folding into her palms, Ash pursed her lips. "What business do you have doing here?"

It has been so long since I've seen anger manifesting in her eyes, heard unbridled contempt in her voice that I forget that she too was completely capable of being just as domineering.

But just as it was in the past, the man standing before us did not waver once in the face of Ash's ire. He simply parted open his lips and quietly answered her inquiry.

"Someone wished to see the manager," His gaze shifted back to me as he continued. "I was informed by my staff that a patron disapproved of my… generosity."

I hated staring into those eyes.

"You don't look like the restaurant-managing type," I said. "Extortion seemed to be more your calling, actually."

He smiled at me in return. "It seems that looks can be deceiving after all."

Again, the man turned a glance back at Ash.

"Speaking of which… I never had the chance to properly observe the face under the hood back then," He nodded his head. "Looking at you now… your master is quite the lucky fellow, isn't he Ash?"

I've never seen a more crossed expression on Ash's face before, muttering back to him with words almost like poison, "Leave us be. Now."

So much strength and exuberance contained within a single person. Ash could so easily overpower him and everyone that stood with him. Strength and exuberance that the man was keenly aware she possesses, yet in spite of it, he decided not to relent.

"By the way, your ears, Ash," He said, pushing further. "Were they always that way?"

"Enough!"

There was a resounding screech as a chair soundly scraped against the wooden floorboards. I did not remember moving a single inch at all from my seat, nevertheless, at a moment's notice, there I was all of the sudden, standing rigidly, heaving heavily, and staring defiantly.

"What the hell do you want?" I demanded. "Why are you even here?"

Didn't know what reaction I'd get from him following my sudden outburst, but at that point, I found that I didn't really much care. Before, just the thought of confrontation was already a paralyzing prospect. In the times since, I've experienced many, many things that were truly worth being terrified over. In the times since, confrontations became a dime in the dozen.

He was just another dime in that dozen. A walking, limping inconvenience, and right then, I felt very much inconvenienced.

My eyes no longer had the apprehension, nor the dread I felt for him in our last encounter, and evidently enough, through a single glance my way, he too had taken notice of the fact.

The thud of his cane, a single strike to the ground, moved him a step closer towards me, bringing with it, an expression drastically sterner than the last.

"I wish you wouldn't look so dismayed by my arrival. It makes me feel a little… underappreciated," He said, a somber tone to his words. "Especially after all the things I've done for you two."

That look he gave would have worked before. Certainly not right then. "You expect a thank you?"

"I expect just a little respect," He sniped back, his eyes narrowed. "And it'd do you well to show me some, boy."

"Threats…" Ash flared her nostrils. "You really dare?"

"I have no need for dares, Ash," The man stated calmly. "I assure you."

"Stop uttering my name!" Ash hissed, plummeting a fist against the table, violently clattering the utensils atop of it. "I'll say it once more and never again, you'd do best to leave us be."

Whether the crooked individual before us simply knew no fear at all or was just plain ol' deranged up in the head was all up in the air, for he only seemed to be even more intrigue and did not cower in the slightest despite Ash's patience reaching to its highest limit.

"You have a beautiful face," He said lightly. "You're gonna wrinkle it looking so angry all the time… and that'd be a true shame, wouldn't it?"
    

"And whose fault is that I wonder?" I rebutted, attracting his attention once again. "We really don't need this, not from you. I'd leave now really if I were you… or you know what? Perhaps we should do the honors instead, actually - come on Ash, let's get out here."

Ash had barely risen from her seat, I only treaded a single forward, before his voice sounded out again firmer than ever.

"Wait."

A single word as a sonorous echo bouncing across the walls. Before we knew it, the both of us had already refrained from moving any further.

The man took a breath, a single gloved hand gliding across the crimson-red cloth that draped over the table. His head lowered, he formed a warm smile.

"I've upset you both it seems," He stated. "Forgive me, that was never my intention."

Unsurprisingly, neither of us were really in a forgiving mood at the moment, I especially didn't take too kindly to him disrupting this date.

"I don't really care what you intended," I said, spurring into movement once again. "If you're here, then we'll just go elsewhere."

The man shook his head. "Now that just simply won't do, unfortunately."

"You're going to stop us from leaving now, aren't you?"

A single fleeting smile my way told all I needed to know. He paced about the room, speaking as he did.

"For all my time working here, I've never once had a day where a customer has left dissatisfied. I don't mean to boast, but I pride myself on always being able to accommodate every single one of my patrons' needs."

It was hard to stop myself from rolling my eyes at that moment. "So what?"

"I don't intend to break that streak today," He said. "So yes, you won't be leaving. Not until your needs have been met."

"Preposterous," scoffed Ash. "To be so bold… have you forgotten already exactly what I am capable of? Or need I give you a reminder, another demonstration perhaps?"

The chuckling funneled out of that man's lips answered that question quite profoundly. He really was deranged, wasn't he?

"No, I'm perfectly aware of your… peculiar sets of skills," He said, nodding his head at her. "But you won't need to use them here, because I won't be forcing you to stay. You'll stay, you'll seat, you'll let me accommodate you, and you'll do it all voluntarily."

I rose to his proclamation.

"You really think we'll do all that for absolutely no reason at all?" I said, meeting the contention in his eyes. "You got another thing coming if you really believe that."

Why was he still smiling?

Briefly, I stop and wonder and realized how uneasy it actually all seemed. There was no reason at all for any of this, no motive that I could think that could have led to this.

Confidence, he brimmed it. But why was that?

The simple answer was simply provocation for provocation's sake. No rhyme or reason for any of it. Just as before. That's what I had believed up to that point.

Then he had doubled down, he refused to concede, and threats only made to amuse him further. Hindsight was 20/20, but sound judgment… tone-deaf as it was, led me down another answer.

Mob Boss had an ace up his sleeves, and it seems he was finally rolling them back.

The snide curl on his lips grew wider.

"I believe in a lot of far-fetched things. Every day always brings itself another peculiar sight to behold, another bizarre thing to believe in. Had a list you see, and I never could decide which unbelievable fact stood out among the rest..."

Vague, very vague, intentionally vague, I thought was his intent. Metaphors, allegory, speaking in riddles - that's what these kinds of people relish doing. But it wasn't a metaphor, there was no allegory, and he spoke again as brazen as the simplest riddle.

"But an Elf-Knight from another world…  I admit, is a very strong contender for that position."

Disbelief. Like a rippling wave coursing past both of our faces. He knows… to what I extent, or by what means, I didn't know… I'd ask him, but - I couldn't even find the words.

Shock had paralyzed us both into silence.

And he knew it.

"So…" He spoke again, clasping his hands together. "To the both of you, may I presume that you'll be staying with us for just a bit longer? Ash - sorry - Eshwlyn, what say you? I mean, after all, dinner has yet to be served."



  
    Chapter 87: First Question

I hated hearing him talk.

Every word, every sound, the huskiness in his voice, the grating gruffness like a low note turned permanently sour in his vocal cords was simply unbearable to my ears.

Add to it a constant inflection of blatant patronization, and you got yourself the vocal equivalent of sharpened fingernails against old chalkboards. Even then, I think I'd prefer the chalkboards over this guy.

Squeaky and shrill as they were, at least they weren't such conniving, cunning bastards, were they?

Ash's real name funneling out of his smirking lips, marred by the same sourness and dourness that came with, it felt like an assault on the senses, it just felt so wrong.

He knew her name, knew who she was, and where she was from.

It was enough of a reason to continue lingering about just to hear what he had to say. But that wasn't the reason why we drew back to our seats, with him drawing another chair to settle alongside us.

Downright deplorable as it was, I can't say really that I was all too surprised still. After the initial shock had subsided, rationality kicked into high gear and formed itself a reasonable conclusion.

The magical realm of video games isn't exactly exclusive only to the young and youthful. Chronicles of Asteria as well seem to adhere to a more mature crowd. Who's to say that he wasn't part of the crowd?

Mob Boss must have got himself some other hobbies.

So no, I didn't just stick around because he knew of something that could be burrowed out from a simple Google search. I stayed because there was still the chance that that wasn't actually the case. That he knew more than he was really letting on.

I stayed to find out just what else he knew about us if anything at all.

Even if I have to sit with him, even if I had to bear heeding his words for longer than I wanted to, I just had to know.

"Now," He swung open a menu that laid on the table. "What would you two like to eat this evening?"

Indulging him seemed to be the only of getting some answers out of him, so… with cravings all but diminished, I followed along and flipped open another menu to browse through their many exquisite selections.

Moments later, the restaurant manager himself heeded our orders - medium steak for me, and carbonara pasta with a hefty sprinkling of their finest cheese for Ash.

I mean, if we're gonna stay, might as well chow on something pleasant while experiencing something unpleasant. Ying and Yang, I guess.

Mob-manager, listening intently, wrote down our request with a pen and paper he withdrew from his chest pocket. A swift resounding snap of his fingers later, and the waiter-waitress duo came barreling through the door once more with a gracious bow in unison.

Without a single word shared amongst each other, the waiter plucked the scrap of paper from the boss's fingers, and both hurriedly left the same way they arrived - with another synchronous tilt of the head… 'course they did.

The clack of the door handle brought with it a silence that consisted of only stares at one another. Wariness on my side, raw indignation in Ash's… Mob Boss shifted the amusement in his from left to right. 
    

Unlike your typical mustache-twirling villain, he didn't gloat. Finger tappings and quiet hummings were all he had to offer as we waited for the arrival of our orders.

Patience was nice, but I wasn't about to dawdle in silence for nothing. He's got his compliance from us. Now I believed it was our turn to be indulged. He wanted to meet our needs, did he? Well, I got just the perfect need that needed meeting right here - the first question out of many that were surely yet to come.

"How'd you find out?"

At one corner, Ash's ears perked slightly upwards at the sound of my voice. On the other, the tapping and humming came to a sudden halt.

"It's nice that you aren't even trying to deny," He said, his gaze an approving one. "Honesty. I've always valued that in people."

Oh, that's so rich coming from someone in his line of work, and it clearly I wasn't the only one that thought so.

"I dearly hope the irony of your statement hasn't been lost on you," Ash muttered to him with brazen contempt.

He inclined his head. "Believe me, I'm fully aware of my vices. You're not wrong to scorn me for it. But crooked as I am… even I have my virtues, and I do intend on showing them to you - both of you."

"You had your men shoot her in the head," I pointed out. "How virtuous, indeed."

"Again," He said sharply. "Vices. Even with my peers, I do not tolerate any form of disrespect. Can you say for certain how she acted that was in any way tolerable? She disrespected me, and what's more, in my domain, in front of my men. I couldn't just let that go, could I? She was supposed to be an example."

"Funny how that turned out then, hm?"

"Unlike most others, I for one am willing to admit when I've acted too brashly with my judgment, and I knew I did back then," He confessed, turning his eyes to the affronted gaze that watched all this time. "So here's a virtue. Would you like an apology, Ash?"

That affronted gaze remained affronted. "And do what with, pray tell?"

"We'll make amends."

"You've yet to give reason for it," Ash said, aggressively nudging her head my way. "Answer my Master's question and refrain from delaying any further than you already have."

Direct compliance was the last thing I would have expected coming from him considering everything so far. Actions spoke louder than words, and he was a loud one indeed.

So loud, that when he went quiet, somehow, that was even louder.

"How'd I found out," He repeated, the windows to the murky outdoors reflecting back the solemnity in his expression. "It's an answer as simple as one could possibly hope it'd be."

"Then don't dumb it down," I said. "Tell the whole story."

Direct compliance. Actions and words quietly in tandem.

"Your father, to start. One of the only few men I can ever trust my life with. His son on the other hand - well, I trust him as much as you can trust a man taken in by such an obvious scam. One day I received a call. It seems that Daddy's boy has gotten himself into a jam… suddenly he had no home to go to, suddenly somehow I was supposed to resolve that issue for him, suddenly… I have to trust him with a home of his own."

He took a sip of the wine I left untouched before continuing.

"I had to take precautions," He said. "Plus, you don't just brush off witnessing someone take a bullet to the head. You two are a bizarre pair, and as I've mentioned before… I am quite fond of the bizarre."

I did not like the way he phrased that at all and I especially did not like that look in his eyes as he spoke again.

"A clock in every room of the house. I'm sure you found that strange, didn't you? Strange enough for you to notice it, but certainly not strange enough for you to actually question it. Shouldn't be so readily trusting of a stranger's home, take that to hindsight next time."

"You shit…" Another loud clatter on the table, my hands aching from the impact, the words spewing out of my lips before I could fully process what was just said and even then I was more disbelief than outraged. "You wiretapped the house?"

Ash instantly turned towards me. "Wiretapped? Master, what is that?"

"Ria, Adalia, Amelia, and Irene… let's not also forgot Amdana from yesterday," One by one, he listed them off with the tip of his fingers, names I never wanted to hear uttered by those twisted lips. "It's a bizarre crowd you're mixing with, and I'm all for it. Every day always brings itself another particular conversation to behold. I especially am fond of Ria's stories. Costa Rica is indeed a beautiful place."

"How is that you - ?" Ash's bewildered stare ping-ponged around from left to right. "Explain this."

"He's been listening in on us Ash, using some kind of device in the clocks," I said, feeling my anger rise to peaks I didn't even know existed. "Every since we moved to the new place, he's been listening to our every conversation."

"Not every conversation," He interjected. "I honestly do not have the time nor the patience to listen in all day. But the times when I do, I always seem to learn something new."

"Yeah?" I said, a furrow on my brow. "Like what?"

The look he gave to me just then, the little squint in his eyes, his lips half curling, it was crystal clear he was enjoying every single moment of this conversation… no ulterior motives poking through, no devious intent as far as I could see…

"Phoenixes do not like their broccoli."

He was just… having fun.

Rest assured though, I'll make the coming chapters as entertaining as I can for you guys.

I think you're all going to like this new arc that's coming.



  
    Chapter 88: Second Question

If you had asked me how I felt right then, I wouldn't even have the words to properly describe it to you. 'Angry' would be putting it lightly, and I was a lot more than just incensed. To say I was merely upset by what he had said would be doing my rage a huge fucking disservice.

'Upset' was a severe and total understatement.

Every fiber of my being hoarsely screamed of blasphemy. Not a single one of my thoughts was spared the fate of being swarmed and flooded by a sea of seething red.

The crackle of lightning and the booming thunderclap that echoed far and wide outside was but a light drizzle compared to the raging storm brewing inside me.

"You're not making a very good case for yourself here, you know?"

My voice was leveled, settled… and it took all I had to ensure it was kept that way. To not go completely apeshit right then and there. But there was no completely hiding it away. He stared at me and heard the outrage beneath my quiet.

"I understand if finding this out, knowing what I've done upsets you..."

"Me? Upset?"

"But it's imperative you understand that I mean absolutely nothing by it."

He was speaking, his lips were moving, but I didn't understand a single word he was saying. Bullshit, bullshit, and even more bullshit. That was my privacy - OUR privacy he violated for days on end, and now he's telling me he meant jack all for doing so? Water under the bridge, a slap on the wrist, is that he wanted?

He's got another thing coming.

"Look at you, just look at you, so gentleman-like all a sudden," I exclaimed, my voice wavering with every syllable. "You think talking all sophisticated is gonna make what you did sound any better?"

"No."

"You think you're in the right?"

"Did you hear me saying that?" He frowned. "I for one don't recall ever stating such a thing. I'm simply answering what you've asked. How did I find out? Well… now you know how."

Believe you me, I was about ready to barrage on him with a full-on interrogation session complete with a set of handcuffs and the good-cop, bad-cop routine with Ash.

So eager to know more that I've almost forgotten why we were even here in the first place.

And then an aromatic reminder came barreling through the door. Two silver platters sitting atop a cart brought with it a visible blend of steam and smell wafting through the air.

The serving part was mostly a silent affair. A clatter of plates here, a pouring of water there, service with a smile present throughout. This dynamic waiter-waitress duo were like serving machines with how precise and efficient their movements were.

"Enjoy your dinner," they proclaimed cheerily before scattering quickly away again out of sight.

Even machines can be wrong too sometimes, I suppose. Dinner was never going to be an enjoyable experience, and though the pangs in my stomach roared at the sight of such a finely cooked steak before me… my attention was set elsewhere - these answer-hungry eyes of mine never once tearing away from the man beset against me.

A quick glance sideways revealed that Ash shared much with my sentiments. Both hands kept firmly by her sides, the plate of cheese-smothered pasta going disregarded by her cold piercing stare that has yet to falter.

If looks could kill… if only…

"What's wrong?" The man spoke out to both Ash and me. "The food not to your liking?"

The genuine concern arching his brows upwards. It's remarkable, actually. There were many causes for concern all throughout this little reunion and he barely batted an eye to most of them.

Now we weren't all that hungry, and rightfully so - and somehow that's what he deemed a cause for concern, somehow that's the thing getting his brow gliding up his forehead. This man needed to get his priorities sorted out straight and fast. I don't think I'll be able to keep my hands to myself any longer if otherwise.

"What are you planning?" I asked, my brain becoming a playground of many grim scenarios. "What do you want?"

Another sip of wine and then a tilt of a head forward. "Have a try first."

"I'm asking you a question here."

"And I'm telling you to give it a try first," He affirmed, eyes growing wide in warning. "Eat."

Having petty arguments would be a waste of time and energy, and as much as I resented the thought of having to comply again with his wishes - screw it, I got a fork in my hand, and there was a steak that needed stabbing.

Aggression had the table quivering for the third time in a row, this time with a fork skewered through a thick slab of meat. Ash, realizing much of the same, twirled a roll of pasta on hers and timed a bite just as I raised mine to my lips.

It was yummy, I had to painfully admit it. Ash was even easier to read, a glare on her face but an energetic movement fluttering her ears. Goddamn if only we could have enjoyed this meal in peace… we'd be in food heaven with how good the food was. No… 'stead we got to dine with the devil and watch him delight as we savored in his 'generosity.'

A wide smile prominently on display, naturally, it was only after our lips were stuffed to brim that he finally decided to relay his answer.

"Your fantasy… roommates I should call them, I suppose. You don't have to worry about their secrets leaking out. This conversation stays in this room and once I walk out that door there, I'll pretend it never even happened."
    

Through bulging cheeks, I managed to sound out a muffled, "Why?"

"Because as I've said, I mean absolutely nothing by it. What am I planning, what do I want? Well, I suppose I've already let you in on ever since you've got here. This executive lounge is always in heavy demand. Not a day goes by without it being of use for some oil tycoon or CEO's date… they're weren't very happy with me when I told them they wouldn't be getting it today."

"You're not getting a thank you if that's what you're asking," I said at once, swallowing the piece in my mouth whole.

"No thanks, necessary." He said. "It was for my own benefit. Your Dad and I go way back… I wouldn't think he'd appreciate it if I didn't at least try to get to know his kid. Dinner seemed like a nice way to go about it."

"Oh alright, okay, so you wanna be an uncle, then? Is that what this is about?" I gave him my most sarcastic smile. "Well - hello there, Uncle Mafia! Why'd you tried to drive me into total bankruptcy when we first met? Not a very nice welcoming present if you ask me."

At this point, Ash had withdrawn herself from conversing much aside from the occasional nods of agreement to whatever I was saying and disapproving frowns to whatever it was he was saying at the moment. She was taking bites after bites, also a sip of water here and there… hunger was always a difficult adversary for her. When it came to food - the Elf-Knight could only buckle her knees in complete and total defeat.

Just wish she wasn't so shameless about it. Damn Ash, at least try to pretend you weren't enjoying it, you're making my 'Uncle' gloat here.

"Drive you into bankruptcy?" said He, tearing his glance away from Ash. "You rightfully deserve it, don't you suppose? I've known people younger than you that have steered clear away when they were approached by my men - you, on the other hand, you just waltz into their arms with no reservations whatsoever. Your father had more sense than that, I expected naturally for you to have the same sense as he. Sadly, I have to confess myself disappointed. I had to teach you a lesson, a lesson so cruel… you'll never forget it, and you haven't, have you? Lesson learned."

I hated how confident and comfortable he was with his justification. Had he any idea the struggles I went through scrounging up the money… and I did that for what? A lesson in naivety?

Wasn't worth it.

But I couldn't dwell on it for long… for more questions await him, and more answers awaited me.

One more chapter left before this confrontation comes to an end, and it'll be an end I think many of you will find a bit surprising.

PS: No new chapter tmr. I'll be working on that damn discord server I promised a long time ago. Hopefully I'll be able to get it up and running by then.



  
    Chapter 89: Crying For Rain

It finally came. The rain.

Didn't have to take a glance at the window to know it dod, for the light patters dribbling across the murky glass pane that was gradually growing heavier was all the telltale that was needed.

That, and a flash of lightning casting briefly a dark shadow of the three us along the wooden floorboards.

Really sets up the scene well, doesn't it? Very cinematic. The staple confrontation between the protagonist and the antagonist, except less dramatic for the most part.

For one, I don't think no hero would be fumbling with his words as much as I. Nor do I think any villain would be very lenient with his patience for the hero as he, as said hero takes his time to un-fumble himself.

Really, I feel more like the wonder-boy sidekick than I do the chivalrous hero in the spotlight. Hell, Ash radiated main character material more than I ever could in my entire life. 
    

An Elf. A Knight. A stranger amidst a strange land. Do I need to say any more?

Compared to that I'm just… the offspring of a legendary hero… and… the literal manifestation... of evil.

Okay, maybe I am a main character…

Then why am I so shit? Why do I suck so bad? Who wrote me this way? Whoever it was, I have a few well-chosen words to say to you. Don't worry, I'll try to be eloquent with them.

Try.

Yet it'll have to wait for the time being. A few more things still needed clarification, and he was gonna clarify them good.

The rumblings outside grew less sporadic and more frequent with time, so much so, that they kept in time to whoever it was that next spoke.

My question came with it a bright bolt of lightning.

-"How long were you planning to keep leeching off of me?"

And with his, thunder always struck back in return.

-"As long as it'd take for you to tell me to stop."

Lightning flashed again.

-"And if I hadn't come to you, if Ash hadn't… what then?"

Thunder.

-"You'd either run away or go broke. Whichever came first. Simple as that."

It didn't stop flashing.

-"All those threats your men gave me?"

And it never stopped rumbling.

-"As empty as your wallet was during those desperate times."

It was really a terrible rainfall.

The cold air that filtered through my nostrils made to dampen the flames of anger stirring within. Didn't work all too effectively though. If there had been a mirror right then, could 100% guarantee my face would have been as red as tomato paste.

"You're kind of a dick," I muttered.

"Have never claimed to be otherwise," He said, always aloof. "But I have my virtues."

"You keep saying that."

"Because you don't seem to believe me when I say it," He paused as if daring for me to try and refute him before continuing. "I can be harsh, but not without reason. You noticed… that in spite of your dad's unpopularity with my superiors that no one has been gunning for you anymore ever since you've confronted me? They weren't done toying with his son just yet, you know? Keeping their claws away from you at all times was not an easy time, I tell you."

I don't know why he was talking himself up so high and mighty. Did he really think himself as my one sole savior in that situation? Well, he wasn't. Not by a long shot, because to the right of me was my one true knight in shining armor, and she had only one thing to add to that statement, uttering out in a low, menacing voice -

"I'm here..."

The man raised both hands. "And you were. You did good by your Master's side, and rest assured I'd be the first to admit it. I never mentioned it then but I was impressed. Someone like you, I could really put to good use. You'd be… appreciated with your set of skills."

"Abandon the thought at once," snapped Ash, the glower on her expression enough to silence him immediately. "You think me so low as to associate with the likes of you? Your words demean me, you vile miserable little - "

"It was only a thought," He said, smiling a smile that just reeked of total bullshit. "Besides, I don't believe your Master would be too keen on turning his beautiful date into a boring boorish muscle man, would he now?"

"No, he would not," I said, finally having enough. "And he's also not too keen on being talked down on for much longer either. We're leaving. Give our compliments to the chef."

At that, the man finally flickered in his eyes some mild surprise. "So soon? So little questions? I've had thought you'd wanted more? Aren't you curious for more? Your father's past is as colorful as a rainbow. Wouldn't you like to reminiscence about his days with us? Or perhaps discuss more about the fantasy folks wandering among us?"

Pulled back my chair, dusted my chest, and gestured to Ash to follow along with me. Nothing he could possibly say was going get me to stay for a second longer.

Wanted to see what he'd do and what he knew. Mission accomplished, and time wisely spent… yeah right.

"You haven't finished yet," He said, nudging to the half-eaten steak.

I was already standing, rifling through my wallet, and glancing one eye at him. "The bill," I said to him.

"Paid in full," He told me. "Consider our little discussion a form of payment."

Didn't need telling twice. Free's free and my wallet certainly wasn't complaining about how thick it's gotten recently. Already I was by the door, waiting for Ash.

"You sure you don't want to take away, at least?" He said again. "I could get them pack for you."

"No. Look if you really don't want it wasted, get one of your men to finish it. Get the bowler-hat guy. Don't see him complaining about some half-eaten steak."

The Mob Boss stood up after us, chuckling as he did. "On the contrary, he'd be rather demeaned by it. He's the one that cooked it after all."

Hearing that was the biggest surprise of the day. Wiretapping, secrets discovering be damned. How can that guy and his stubby little fingers cook so good?

"He's your chef?"

"Head Chef," He replied, beaming proudly. "Best in town."

Guess looks can be deceiving.

Interesting. Not interesting enough, however, to keep me from swinging open the door wide.

"You sure I can't persuade you to stay for just a moment longer? I feel we still have much to discuss. Your father, for one, was always in a mood for conversation."

I was getting real tired of his overbearing insistence. It was time to put my foot down, and I did - a foot one step outta the doorway.

"Look If I wanted some boring exposition told to me constantly, I'd read a bad Webnovel," I said, keeping the door slightly ajar for Ash to go through. "And unfortunate to say, a good Webnovel you are not."

For the first time ever since we've arrived the Mob Man finally did what I wished he had done a long time ago - he conceded, another amused chuckle emerging out of sealed lips.

"So be it then," He said, standing in place. "Rest assured, your little secret about the sort of company you keep… you'll hear nothing of it from me. Curious as I am still, I don't believe your father would appreciate it if I meddle into your business any more into your affairs than I already have."

This constant need to bring up my father… it's got me thinking, really. "You have a freaking huge hard-on for my dad, don't you?"

The door, I let it close on its own, gradually swinging to a close, but not before I saw a smile from him peeking through a small gap.

"Oh, very much I do," He said.

Right, I'm gonna pretend I didn't just hear what I heard and save myself the nightmares from thinking about it too much. I already have enough sleepless nights, I don't need any more to add to my lists of reasons why I'm in desperate need of a psychiatrist.

Ash was looking like she needed one as much as I do with that dazed stare she was giving me. "Hard-on… it's… I read in a book, it's what you call slang talk, yes? When you say hard-on… and he affirmed, does that mean he - ?"

"Don't think too much about what he just said, please, you're better off for it," I advised her.

Sadly, it seemed I was too little too late. The horrific look that suddenly formed on her face spoke more than words ever could. Her imagination was corrupted faster than an innocent 8-year old searching up fan art online of his favorite cartoon character.

Ash shuddered. "I fear very much for your father."

"He can take care of himself. We have our own problems to deal with. Let's just go home, yeah?"

I had thought with that resounding click of the door slamming close that perhaps the time for surprises had finally come to an end.

How wrong was I to think it'd be that simple.

I left one bizarre situation, only to waltz into another.

The second floor.

What was a space so expansive and glamorous, packed to the brim with robust chatter and clinking of wine glasses, and not to forget the comforting sounds of jazz music playing in the background had become no longer.

All those things, suddenly and very much abruptly turn to an eerie quiet. Like the flip of a switch.

People were still sitting where they once were, the band members still clutched tightly to their instruments, and the bartender still bartended at his bar.

The only difference being - was that all eyes, patrons and employees alike, were only affixed and staring down in the same direction no matter their location.

At the same time, I started to feel it.

Felt it, questioned it once, "What's going on?" and gripped a trembling hand at it.

A sharp piercing sensation deep inside my chest. Steadily, and painfully, ravaging all my senses.

The strange thing about all of this was that nobody else seemed to feel what I was feeling, none was doubling over in agony, none had pain afflicting their expression… even Ash, as my straining eyes turned towards her, was oblivious to the utter agony I was in, and only had her gaze set to where all the others were,  - to the fogged glass windowpane where it continued to storm.

Except not really.

It was pouring, but it wasn't raining. It wasn't rain that was trickling down the window anymore.

I felt my breathing grow heavy, felt the pain sting to my very core, like a hand squeezing my bare heart to its limits, threatening to burst at the seams… yet I couldn't make a sound, couldn't move a muscle… and couldn't question at all why anything was even happening.

Why does my chest hurt so much? Why couldn't I move? Talk? Shout? Scream?

And why… was it red?

The droplets that were dribbling, the rain that was falling… why were they all a deep, dark red?

Outside, the sight of the outdoors, the view of the city skylines… streamed only a forbidding landscape of a hazy pouring red.

Thicker than water, murkier than fog, and… I don't know why, from the shade of red it was in, all I could think of was blood. The clouds in the sky, what it poured relentlessly down above us?

It was a rainfall of blood.

Lightning flashed.

Thunder rumbled.

And I felt my body tumble.

As it did, I finally felt something slip past my quivering lips. Hitting the floor, sounding feebly and quietly in the silence, before the pain began consuming my body whole, was a high-pitch voice and sentence that definitely did not belong to me.

It was desperate, it was pleading… and it was crying.

"Why didn't you save me?" I whimpered, shedding tears that weren't mine. "Why?"

Ash spun around at once, saw my current state, and instantly got down on her knees, her terror-stricken face paling to an unhealthy white. "Master?! What has happened to you? Speak to me!"

My bloodshot eyes could only stare, my ears could only hear… but my voice was no longer my own. It shrieked again.

"Where were you, sister?! Where were you?!"

Accusatory, angry, I felt my voice grow hoarser with every syllable, but I couldn't stop - it wouldn't stop. I didn't know what was happening.

"You weren't there! YOU WEREN'T THERE!"

But Ash, her confusion turning into realization, apparently did. Her eyes stared down at me, her head shaking back and forth in pure disbelief, and muttered out to me something that I couldn't quite understand.

"Blightfall. It's Blightfall, Master! You're a speaker! You can't be here, you aren't trained in the ways - you'll die! We need to leave! We need to leave now!"

Couldn't agree. Couldn't disagree. Couldn't say anything. But my lips moved again, my tears were falling again.

"Eshwlyn! Where are you, Eshwlyn?! I'm scared! Save me… please save me!"

Discord server isn't up yet, but I suspect it to be soon, so keep a lookout!



  
    Chapter 90: Blightfall

"Stay indoors! Refrain from leaving the premises! Do not move a single inch - for the Blightfall lingers upon anything it touches! I repeat - stay far from the Blightfall!"

Instructions to everyone else, Ash's words strongly echoed through the raging storm, overpowering my own, howling and shrieking till my lungs gave out, if it ever did. I didn't think it would.

Raspy and brittle became my every sound, my throat was seriously on the verge of giving out from the abuse my vocal cords were lashing out at it.

Meanwhile, Ash was doing all she could to keep me from screaming any longer, yet at the same time, hesitant about doing to me any more harm than I already was in.

"Master, you aren't in control, I know. You need to concentrate, focus on closing your lips, will yourself into silence - you've become a vessel, you can't let any more voices into yourself! It is vital you do as I say! Keep quiet!"

The urgency in her voice could only be compared to the terror soaring ever higher in her wide-open eyes. She stared at me, stared deeply into my unblinking, unfeeling eyes - and I in return continued to shout.

"You doomed us! You cursed us! Killed us! It hurts - IT HURTS! ESHWLYN!"

"Master - keep trying!"

Try, trying, I heard her plead, saw the worry on her face, and really tried. My jaw muscles clenching, a swelling ache surfacing from the force I was exerting upon them. It was no good, I wasn't in control anymore… I was a prisoner in my own body, like a puppet bound to the tightest strings, dancing to the whims of an unknown malevolent puppeteer.

All I had left to me were my emotions and thoughts - and every one of them shared in that one single sentiment.

"IT HURTS!"

The tears flowing incessantly from my eyes blurred most of everything in sight. People, objects, the red-rain, I could discern nothing from what I was seeing - nothing, save for the glowing emerald hues blinking back at me.

"I know, I know,

Master…" muttered Ash, her composure gone, "We need you out of the Blightfall, we can't linger here for long."

She tried to raise me up, her hands gently around my shoulders. It only took a single touch, the lightest touch - and I was sent doubling over in my agony, the pain was indescribable, a seething piercing sensation surging through every fiber in my body that my screams could do no justice.

I was yelling again.

"DON'T YOU DARE TOUCH ME, YOU BITCH! YOU WENCH! YOU SORRY EXCUSE OF AN ELF! I LOATHE YOU! I DETEST YOU! SUFFER! SUFFER AS I DID! SUFFER AS WE ALL DID!"

Ash flinched, and immediately withdrew her arms away, her face as white as paper, startled into a dismayed silence.

It wasn't me… it wasn't me! I wanted so badly to tell her that it wasn't me that said that, but I couldn't. Words I didn't and will never say just kept funneling out of my gaping lips.

Somebody please just shut me up, please!

My tears dribbled down my face adding to a small puddle of even more tears at my side. I couldn't tell anymore if there were my own tears or someone else's… I just wanted it over, I wanted it to stop.

I was no stranger no pain. Amelia made throughout work to make sure that I wasn't.

Yet the pain then, could never ever compare to the pain now.

It was as if I was dying, over and over again, every second of every moment, a constant unrelenting loop of falling into death's jaws…

But death wouldn't bite, death wouldn't swallow. I was stuck. Stuck Stuck Stuck. And it hurts so bad… so… much.

I can't… thinking was… it just hurts! I can't think! I can't -

"Is he possessed, Ash?"

It was there that I saw it, heard it.

The light smack of a cane against the floorboards. A leg in a limp stopping close in the corner of my eye, and beyond my demented screams, came a grating, husky voice.

"What happened?" It sounded again, still very much aloof, very much as calm as it always was.

The Mob Boss entered my vision in a swirling, blurry mess. His face, obstructed, but I could his stare gazing at me, and somehow I get the feeling that he was more curious than he was alarmed.

Then I felt a raw coarseness in the back of my throat, a bout of screaming began to echo once more, the same statement again and again.

"You shot me. You shot me. You shot me. You shot me. YOU SHOT ME!" There was a crunch, my teeth gnashing against one other, baring out to the open silent air. "Dave? You're here, Dave? Where are you, Dave? I'M GOING TO KILL YOU DAVE!"

I was a non-stop barrage of psychotic hollerings that would unnerve anyone, anybody that was in range to hear it… a shuffling sound, a tapping sound - the Mob Boss had drawn himself away from view.

"This is…" His voice, a mixture of intrigue, bemusement, and for the time ever, disconcertment. "Curious…"

"He's echoing," came Ash's voice, scraping what little composure was left to carry on. "The words he utters are not of his own volition. Blightfall is the rain of the dead, ever droplet an echo that funnels through him. It's ravaging his soul… I know not why, but my Master is a Speaker for the dead. He - I've no time - He needs to steer clear away from the vicinity of the Blightfall otherwise it'll be too much for him! We need to leave!"

Every word of hers, I've heard but no chance to actually comprehend. But there was one thing I was certain of - this endless loop of death… didn't feel so endless anymore.

It was getting so… so cold.

"This Blightfall… none must be in contact with it, you say?" asked He again, his tone treading towards a tone of caution.

"Yes," affirmed Ash. "It is crucial you allow none to leave these walls until the Blighfall has ceased. If even a single drop falls… it'll be devastating."

"And what of you two?" He asked again. "You wanna leave, the only way out is through the Blightfall itself. You'll get soaked."

"The rainfall itself doesn't affect him…" Ash heaved a breath. "As for me, I care not. I failed my Master once before, I won't fail him again. If I have to carry him on my back and run the distance then so be it. I will not let him die… no matter the cost."

All I could do was hear and scream. That was all that allowed of me. But for that one moment, just for that one, as I heeded her resolve, I was allowed one more thing - muscles stiffening, bones aching - my head slowly turned from the left to the right.

And one word, a single word that truly belonged to me, slipped past my gritted teeth.

"Don't."

Though fading sight, I saw it again, the dim light of emerald eyes blinking back at me - a heavy breath warming the icy cold I felt. "Master, I told you… keep silent. Just keep silent, I beseech you."

That one word was all I had. More words came to follow, more words that weren't mine.

"Where's Lenora? Eshwlyn, where is she? Where's your sister? What did you do?! What did you do to your sister, Eshwlyn?!"

Ash fell quiet. I think she fell quiet. I don't know, I couldn't hear her, couldn't see her... anymore, if she ever spoke.

Briefly, I wondered if I've gone deaf, until the sound of someone else speaking shattered that thought.

"No need to run any distance."

The Mob Boss returned, his cane clattering inches from my ears. Above, I saw only a blurry black figure shuffling about, before I heard a jingle and clink of something heavy.

Ash returned to view again, her head tilted downwards to her palm outstretched before her.

She spoke again, confused. "This is?"

"7GBC368," He responded. "Black Porsche, two-seater, first one in the underground parking. You know how to drive?"

Ash looked up at him. "Drive?"
    

"Drive a car, yes." He said again. "Can't go with you. Nor can my men. I won't risk them nor me. Not with the circumstances at hand, so this is all I can do for you two. So… I'll ask... how well are you able to drive?"

For a second - nothing. Then Ash's palm folded into a fist, gripping tightly, her stare a determined one, and nodded her head.

"Well enough."

Sorry there wasn't a chapter yesterday. Don't wanna get too into it, but to summarize, got someone close that's been hospitalized and I went to pay him a visit, so because of that I couldn't write at all nor could work on the discord server.

But hey, I got a chapter out early to make up for it. I'll should get a stockpile up...

PS: Just for your info... I might be going premium sometime soon in the future. Somewhere early next month I'd say. Meaning that day itself, from this chapter itself onward, every chapter will be locked. I rather let you all know now, instead of dropping it on you all on the day itself.

Hope you'll be able to understand.

Anyway I'm done ranting. Hope you enjoyed the chapter.



  
    Chapter 91: Behind The Wheel

If Ash had tried to touch me again, I knew I would never be able to bear it. But by myself, I was helpless and inert. Pain. Indescribable, excruciating pain ensured that not even a single inch would be spared of me.

The pain I'd undergo from the slightest contact, the wails of utter agony that'll resound across these very walls... more pain was the last thing I desired.

Ash understood that fact well and clear.

That's why her hands, blotched slender outlines from my point of view, would tremble and shake as she slowly, nervously lowered them around me.

Because more pain was what she was about to afflict me with.

I heard her voice, a fading echo that seemed so far away. What she said, how she said it, I do not know. But her face, her eyes, past the tears that streamed down my own, spoke louder than any yell I could muster.

"Forgive me."

I didn't know when, I didn't know how.

Everything and anything was a glaring light that blinded sight.

Pain. Was it even pain? The sensation? The feeling?

My lips were opened, both jaws stretching to their widest… I couldn't hear my own screams.

Convulsing, twitching… I felt my every limp flailing violently - a frenzied sway across the open air.

The open air.

No floors, no hard surfaces. The only point of contact I felt, where the gentle hands gripping firmly at my back.

Echoes, again. Faint echoes meeting my screams of pain. Closer now. In distress, and just as desperate as I. A warm breath caressing against the surface of my face. Over and over again, it blew.

"Just a little longer. Please, bear with it a little longer."

Over time, after a long grueling moment that seemed to last for an eternity, the screaming stopped, the flailing and twitching had ceased its spree. Everything came to a standstill.

My lips stayed shut. Echoes were no longer echoes. Ash's voice, leveled, and stifling panic, could be heard loud and clear.

"Far enough away. The Blightfall's influence can't sway you as strongly from here," She said, heaving and panting. "Still, keep silent, Master. It is imperative you not speak during the Blight."

Pain was still very much a constant factor. Everything ached and sored just as much as it did before. The only difference now was that I could limit myself to only sharp hisses of pain.

The tears had stopped flowing and my vision gradually returned itself back to me, and the first thing that greeted my squinting eyes up above was a vast ocean of dim fluorescent lights and the dirty stains of grey concrete.

That combined with Ash's echoing footsteps in a humming quiet ambiance told me all I needed to know.

We've finally reached.

Underground parking. Black Porsche. Ash's head kept swinging to and fro, scouring all around, searching and searching, all the while not having the faintest trace of what the hell a Porsche even was.

I felt the car keys as a jingling lump between her left hand and my back. The answer to her conundrum was just right there. Up and down I went in her arms, a bumpy, rough discomforting ride exacerbated further by the lingering pain…

Couldn't take it any longer. I let my lips spread apart once more.

"Keys…" I croaked feebly. "Button... on car keys."

Ash looked down at me, an urgency in her expression. "Master, do not risk - !"

"Press the button!"

Her footsteps stopped. Now there was just the humming buzz of the air vents. Confusion narrowed her eyes but she did as was told. I felt both her hand and the sharp lump stop supporting the lower end of my body, at the same time, she lowered herself to a crouch, allowing my feet to hit the paved concrete floor.

My neck rested against her other arm, pillared, and inclined high enough to catch a view of her fiddling with a small rectangular object between her fingers. Couldn't offer any more advice from here, a single word stung at my throat worse than anything else.

Speaking… it was out of the equation now. Plus, if what she said was true, and I have no reason to doubt that it was, then I was far better off for it. Point A to Point B - it was up to her to connect the dots from here.

Every second spent was a second more I was writhing in torment. Time was a luxury that neither of us had. It was crucial that there wasn't a single moment in time where we - or she mostly, found herself hesitating.

She wasn't hesitating. That object, firm and outstretched, her thumb pushed, clicked… and a car's chirp resounded from afar.

There was an audible gasp of relief, a shuffle of movement, gently I found myself being hoisted up by both her arms once more.

Looking back, this date today could have gone in enough unexpected ways to fill up an entire galaxy. Me getting the princess-carry treatment as I lay feeling like death in her arms, seeking refuge from a storm of blood while utilizing a Mob Boss's personal vehicle as our only means of transportation would probably be the great big black hole at the epicenter of that galaxy.

It took more time than I would have liked to get me settled in on the passenger side of the car, mostly due to the fact every attempt to plop my aching ass down on the car seat would send me reeling to a world of pain like no other.

But, after fits of numerous hissing and grunting, I felt the back of my head cushioned by the soft sensation of genuine leather - mustering all effort, I reached up for the seatbelt and buckled myself in tight.

Ash sat beside me, hands on the wheel, like a deer in headlights, the sheer number of buttons and levers that were available at her disposal proved too daunting a sight for her to immediately comprehend.

There was a lot more than just pedals this time.

From driving bumper cars to an actual sports car, Ash was seriously moving up in the world. Perhaps a bit more sudden than she would have liked.

Any other time, I'd be quick to jump on relaying the basics onto her, get her to be on the training wheels mindset. Unfortunately, this was not any other time, she's going to have to learn on the fly - and fast.

A pulled lever here, a button pressed there. Gradually at first, but it wasn't long before the button-mashing began. Firsts times and first steps were always the most confusing parts of learning anything.

But finding the ignition shouldn't be that confusing.

I was tempted to speak out, risk and pain be damned, I had my lips already slightly agape… the button was right there, I was staring at it - then suddenly, I was staring at something obstructing it, another clueless press on another random button, and the LED displays on the dashboard flickered to life, the on-board LCD panel chimed a friendly greeting, but the most welcoming sound to grace my ears was the soft whirr of the car engine rumbling away on standby.

Ash's ears soared high, and her eyes returned a faint glimmer of hope in them. She glanced briefly at me, nodding her head like everything was going to be fine, but it looked as if the gesture was more to her own benefit than mine, cause that same headlight-stricken expression was here to stay.

Pedals and the wheels, with everything else left to the wayside. With her focus directed to just these two things, was it any surprise that her pressing a foot against the gas pedal did not move us in the slightest?

A mystery for sure that required the greatest of wits to fully unravel. Her mind was like an open book, it as if her inner thoughts were inscribed in the creases on her forehead.

So easily she could express herself.

I wish I could too. If my thoughts were given voice, they'd be screaming to infinity and beyond what she was supposed to be doing.

"Was there something I overlooked perhaps?" I heard her mutter to herself, reverting back to pushing buttons and pulling levers once again. It was like an impulse for her.

If it worked once, it'd work twice, I suppose.

But the answer was so simple yet again. That little stick in between the both of us, going unnoticed and untouched.

Gear-shifting was a lot more complex than just a push of a pedal and a turn of a wheel. I realized that if we were ever going to leave this place, it was going to be a two-person effort.

So, feebly, with trembling fingers, I grabbed hold of the handle, and shifted us into drive.

Biggest mistake I could have made then. I mean, granted, having some rationality in my state of being was completely out the window… yet you could argue it was basic common sense but still...

How was I to know her foot was still on the go pedal?

It wasn't until I heard the screeching of the tires that I realized that I made a severe and continuous lapse in my judgment, and for that, I sincerely apologize to my aching self.

Thank God for seatbelts. And for the solid wall in front of us. Colliding into it was a fate far better than accelerating unprepared into an even further one.

Took everything I had to keep my mouth shut and not shatter the windows with my screams. On the bright side, I knew for once, that the teardrops leaking out from my eyes right then were 100% of my own volition.

Ash jerked back, both hands in the air, and feet well off the pedals.

"Forgive this mishap," She said to me. "It won't happen again. Commandeering this vehicle, it's just as before, yes? Think of it as a sword."

For the sake of not crumbling what little faith she still had in herself, I simply nodded at her in return.

But I knew in my heart of hearts, that we were woefully ill-prepared for the open road ahead.

Not just yet.

From what little I saw of the parking lot - I knew that the place was almost deserted and the corners turns were sharp.

Perhaps going a little slow and steady wouldn't hurt us in the long run. I could bear with the pain just a little longer if it was to spare us from an ever greater in the future.
    

My voice croaked out again, soreness swelling in the depths of my throat, a single word, a single risk - to avoid an even bigger risk somewhere out there.

A little trial run around the block, a simple crash course for the basics.

Just a little bit of -

"Practice."



  
    Chapter 92: Training Wheels

Swirls of smoke, over time, in moments short on time, began to pervade in the musty air. In a span of mere minutes the entire parking space had turned to a literal biohazard site unsuitable for any forms of life.

That's what a short practice run had done to the overall atmosphere. 

The number of carcinogens swarming the air, the overpowering stench of burning rubber that even the air-conditioning couldn't filter out. Skid marks. Long, long blackened trails of tire patterns smeared against the concrete.

A complete disaster zone would be describing short the utter devastation we've afflicted upon the scene.

That's not even mentioning the many fissures and cracks forming along the walls with every substantial impact it sustained as a result of some poor last-second turning or perhaps forgetting to even turn at all, maybe throw in also a few instances of mishandling the brake pedal. 

Add all those up and you got herself a miniaturized bulldozer with enough horsepower to potentially crumble the entire building itself to bits if given enough time.

Alas, time… there simply wasn't any more time to spare. That small margin of error Ash had had all but expended. Anymore… another bump, another missed turn… I couldn't take another mistake, I don't think.

Driving in reverse was one thing, driving the normal way… it was like trying to learn how to walk when all you've ever done in your life was jump. Meaning to say, how were you supposed to know you could put one foot over the other as opposed to just raising them both?

One more lap, four corner turns, brake, shift, and go… Ash battered the procedure in her mind with incessant rapid mutters. Every lap so far has always shown improvement over the last.

Small, minute improvements albeit, but improvements nonetheless. Sharper turns, more control, a foot lightly against the pedal... all she needed was just a bit more refinement.

First turn was approaching fast - she was approaching it too fast. Ash swerved, turned, the squealing of tires bouncing across the walls as it has so many times before - always as well ending with another roaring crash as we spiraled into another pillar.

That did not happen this time.

Second turn, second swerve, Ash's gaze remained focused and unblinking, her jaw clenching tight - too early, too tight this time. We scraped against the concrete, the car shook violently, a jarring grating screech of metal… in spite of it, it was only that, just a scrape.

Third turn. Third of the way there. Her hands remained firm on the wheel, my faint gasps of breath in time with her heavy breathing, the next turn always threw her off, always sent us spinning… I clutched the bottom of my seat, bracing for the worst.

The worst never came. I relaxed my grip.

The fourth turn. The last. The home stretch. In the grand scheme of things, one more turn didn't seem like much - but right then I wasn't thinking about the grandness of it all. To me, just one more successful turn would have made all the difference in the world. 

On approach, ingrained into her memory already, Ash spun the wheel a hard right, a foot off the gas, and only brief taps on the brake. Turn after turn, it's been only that. 

Mistakes happen sometimes, other times she executed the method flawlessly without a hitch. The second turn adhered to the former. First and third luckily went along with the latter.

Fourth… well, it was just one of those times, I suppose. Sometimes… you'll just end up getting the sometimes.

The cause for it, I didn't know. It could have been anything. Too hard of a brake maybe, too right of a turn… either way, the back wheels skidded, screeched and all momentum gained lost in the fleetest of moments.

Car came to a standstill only mere meters from making contact with another slab of concrete. The engine, humming, whirring, persevered with a rumble. Blinker lights carried on illuminating brightly the path ahead of us. Nothing impaired us from continuing forth, I still thought we were prepared for any and all happenings - but somewhere within a bright pair of emerald eyes, a resolve was flickering.

Breath. Deep Breath. Ash's frustrations were as clear to see as a cloudless, stormless sky. What was affirmed and solidified within her thoughts… she'd never admit to it, she'd never permit herself to let it show.

Regardless, it still showed.

'I'm unable'

Even through the pain and fatigue, I could still so easily hear what was never spoken. She was just easy like that. I wasn't worried about it. Because in the end, thoughts were only just that - thoughts. So brief and fleeting. Resolve, on the other hand, resolve was as firm and strong as the person that has it. So swaying it, swaying her, it was going to take a lot more than just a few bumps.

A flicker was just a flicker.

It was time. Whatever she has learned so far, it was time to show for it. Improvements, mistakes alike, it'll just have to do. 

Ash slowly drove us into position, fronting the exit of the parking lot, a steep incline leading to the surface, where the blight continued to pour and splash in a tumultuous echo.

"Home," Ash muttered, setting her gaze on me. "We'll set a course for home. We can only hope that it is far from the vicinity of the Blightfall. Is that okay with you?"

I nodded.

"To accomplish this, we'll have to navigate through the storm," She continued, her voice growing tense. "There will be no walls, no thick layers to shield from the Blightfall. You will feel to the fullest extent the effects it'll have on you as we make haste for home. You understand this?"

Another nod. 

"I cannot stress enough that you keep its sway on you to a minimum. You must not let it overwhelm your being. Before you were ill-prepared… now… now you have ample time to brace yourself. Keep your lips sealed, keep your mind clear, and resist the growing impulse to scream. Resist, Master - it is crucial you do this. Any more voices… I don't think you'll..." 

She trailed away. She didn't need to finish it, I already knew. She was easy like that.

My lips were going to stay close no matter what, and I intend to keep it that way the best I could. But in the event - say… I wasn't able to do just that, if more screams, voices, came to replace my own… I just needed her to know.

"Whatever… it is... I'll say…" I whispered to her. "I don't… mean it."

But she already knew. I was easy like that.

"I know."



  
    Chapter 93: The Getaway 

Ash wheeled us up the open pathway. Gently, slowly, first! allowing for just a few more moments of reprieve, a few more moments to prepare. The outside funneled into the tunnel the unrelenting sound of downpour and the crackle of thunder stronger than ever.

Abandon all hope ye who enters here.

The Blightfall felt like teardrops of despair falling from the decaying heavens. Usually, even the greyest of clouds had their silver lining, a faint glimmer of optimism in an ocean so wrought with bleakness.

My time with the Matriarchs had gotten me scrounging so desperately for one, I usually would be able to find a faint trace of it even if I was, after all, only grasping at straws.

I'll be fine, Ria was here. Things will work out, we'll just bargain with Amelia. We can end this here, my blood will solve everything.

It was amazing how many lights I could see at the end of so many dark tunnels. But now there was just darkness, no silver lining - throughout the length of this dark tunnel there was only rain, and we were steadily approaching its end.

And still there was no light.

"I'll be increasing the speed now," Ash warned me.

Even if I could, or wanted to right then, I wouldn't be able to find the words to respond to that! because all I could think about was the worst, and if the worst does happen, it's strange to think that my last words, the last things I'd give voice to wouldn't even be my own.

A part of me wished to just circle back and stay whirring on idle in the corner of the parking lot. The rest of me, however, simply reached for the lever protruding out the side of the steering wheel and flicked on the windshield wipers

If there was no light! we'll just have to make our own.

Steady, ready, catching speed, Ash picked up the pace. Within moments, within seconds, we'll reach! reaching!

We reached.

Immediately already the searing urge had begun to resurface, together, a merciless miasma of pouring red, relentlessly battering against the windshield - close, so close to a scream, a shout - I resisted, barely, my teeth clamping the bottom of my lips so forcefully, breaking the skin, the taste of blood becoming ever more prevalent on the tip of my tongue.

Ash swerved - the first turn drifting us sideways onto the road, with endless thick puddles of crimson coating the asphalt. Faster, more pressure on the pedal had a never-ending miasma of hazy red passing us by in hurry.

This all, and only in a span of a few brief seconds! and already I could bear with the pain no longer. It seized my body again, every muscle stiff, frozen in place! it burrowed within me, that invisible knife twisting and turning, stabbing, slicing! trying to force my lips apart.

But I wasn't going to let it part. Not this time. I felt a warmness trickle down my chin, felt the same warmth dribbling droplets to my chest. I didn't care how many droplets had to be spilled! my voice wasn't a toy, so go fuck yourself, you stupid rain.

The city streets were wider and more expansive than any parking lot out there. Ash could turn too early, too late, make a brief lapse in judgment, and the price to pay for it would have been lenient.

It would have been! had the road been only deserted today.

We weren't the only ones did the drastic change in weather take in by surprise. The outside was a murky red onslaught of utter chaos and disarray - and we got caught in the middle of it all.

Anarchy was the only way to describe it. The ceaseless horning of rushing cars, the booming crashes of those that lost control. Police sirens echoing in the distance.

All enshrouded within a dense fog of blood.

The veering headlights in the distance, frenzied desperate screams from those unfortunate few unable to find shelter in time would become our only fleeting warning to swerve out of the way to avoid collision with any oncoming vehicles zig-zagging out of control, to narrowly miss the running strays blinded by their own panic.

For every turn and swerve made so abruptly, the pain surging through me intensified by the hundreds. Tears again, cascading, unable to control, mixing with the blood that continued to spill.

Dying but without death. Pain but without release. Over and over again once again.

There wasn't even chance of a reprieve, not a sound, not of sight - blaring horns, crackling thunder, pelting raindrops - and the endless red horizon beyond the windshield, it pained me to simply take a glance at it.

But I couldn't just look away. I had to see, had to know, through every turn, every scream, every screech of wheels, when it was all going to be finally over.

That light at the end of the tunnel.

It had to be there, somewhere! past the landmarks whizzing us by, past the shopping complex, the park, the grocery store, alleyway where we first met, through the roads growing ever more familiar!the far was getting near, the long was turning short!

"Just a bit more! only a bit more," Ash muttered, speaking for us both. "We're almost there."

Almost there. After so many close calls, near brushes with disaster. We were almost there.

So why didn't it feel like it?

The next turn, the turn that'll set us to the outskirts of the city, it felt different! the twist she made for it, it wasn't like the rest before! what was it - a turn too tight? A brake too fast?

There it was again in her widened eyes - horror and shock, she tried to remedy it, a quick spin the opposite way but the car wasn't responding to her anymore.

Ash was doing her best, everything she could to regain control of the vehicle. As the wheels skidded, screeching, traction slipping away in the growing puddles of red, her grip was still firm, her gaze was still ready, and her resolve still stood strong.

But sometimes, you know! you just get the sometimes.

The inevitable, the imminent happened. We crashed.

So many happenings in the blink of an eye, I missed most of them. All I saw was a streetlight to the front of us, all I heard was the deafening crunch of shattered glass and the shrill sound of crumpled metal, and all I felt then! was the cold damp air funneling through my open lips.

I couldn't close them.

"Master, I!" Ash's voice in the sudden stillness. I don't think she noticed yet. "I'm sorry, I! I couldn't - But we're almost there! Just a little longer. Please just bear with it a little longer. I promise I'll - "

"You won't save him!" The blood kept flowing, the tears kept streaming, and my voice kept speaking. "You couldn't save us! You couldn't save anyone!"

My neck slumped sideways, my unwilling gaze flopping to Ash's side, and there I could plainly see - a mortified expression, her eyes quivering, shimmering in anguish! and all I could do was only watch.

"Where's Lenora, Eshwlyn?" I spoke again, hearing for the first time, a bitter contempt sounding beyond the demented screams. "Where is she?!"



  
    Chapter 94: Failures And Successes 

Sometimes I wished that I wasn't who I was. 

That line of thinking was usually reserved for those times where I would wallow in sorrow, feeling bitter about the way things were and utterly despising myself for it.

Because I knew painfully well that if it were somebody else in my shoes, somebody just a little bit stronger, smarter... somebody just a bit more capable than I, then things would have gone so much better than it had.

Exams, interviews, etc - every failure, regret, expectations never met, I can always expect myself to be thinking those things for at least a good solid hour and a half. 

But now, here, stuck again with this failure, this regret - having the tears and blood continue to stain my shirt to a deeper, darker red, I'm not sure if anybody could have fared better than I did… not with the circumstances at hand.

"Elf-Knight," I heard a snarl, a rumbling hatred surfacing from the depths of my throat. "Why not death, Eshwlyn? Why not die upholding the pride of your kind?"

The wiper blades were squeaking terribly. Left to right it went raking across a sporadic web of shattered glass. Disharmonious, disconcerting, with the continued hammering of blight amplifying the discomfort. 

"You truly are as despicable as they say. So much death? Was it all really necessary? You Elves are all the same, aren't you?"

Staring… forced back again to a vision muddled by tears and fatigue. Ash's face was a watery visage that stared back. I could see her but it was from a perspective that was far less than sight. 

"I'm your Master, now. You hear that, you Elf? You don't have a name, you're not Eshwlyn… you don't deserve to even be called anything. You serve me, alright? YOU SERVE ME!"

Her face was but a smudged outline that shifted about, her eyes merely shimmering rims of green light that blinked back at me. I felt this before… saw a sight like this before, like a vague memory and yet so vivid and clear.

"You're a Knight now, Elf. No longer just a servant, because you couldn't just be content with that, could you? Now you're forever bound to me, just the way you like it. No will, no wants - you don't get to want. You do as I say. You speak only when spoken to. You kill without a sliver of hesitation. And you'll die when I demand it."

My closest brush with death, in that building, in that room… it was the same sensation.

I died back then.

Will I die now?

"Eshwlyn…" Her name from my lips, a plead, leaking bitter tears down my cheeks. "Don't let them take me..."

Ash turned away from me.

"Sister… please…"

Closed her eyes.

"Why didn't you save me?"

And took in a breath.

"Why?"

Something slumped over. It took a while to register that it was me that slumped over. Understanding, cognizant… they all felt so hard to do. Everything, every feeling - even breathing was a struggle to comprehend.

Voice… there was no voice, not anymore - my lips remained wide open yet out came only faint gurgles and grunts. Screaming was… I don't think I was even able to anymore.

It was both a relief and a discomfort to realize that.

The only thing I was capable of was thought… and my thoughts, all they did then was echo the words I never said. Incomprehensible rambles that equated to nothing. 

I wanted them to be nothing.

But they weren't.

Few seconds, more than a few seconds maybe, I only realized that we were moving again. That faint rumble… the engine's hum, still persevering in spite of everything.

Yes, in spite of everything - the failures, regrets, those words never said - Ash still persevered. That someone stronger, smarter, bit more capable than I… turns out I didn't have to wish for that anymore. 

She was right here.

The downpour, the flashes, and crackles from up high… they seem so far away now. They probably were, I just didn't notice it. Same for the rattles on the cracked windshield… had they always been this light and scattered?

Had the pain within me really lessened or did I just get used to the feeling of constant agony? My tears. Had they actually ceased… or was I merely too benumbed to feel it trickle?

Suddenly, closing my lips became as easy as simply thinking of doing it. 

The road that fronted us was doused no longer in an endless deluge of gooey red. Far from the chaos, far from the disarray, there was no more shrill screams or the screeching of wheels, the anarchy of the city landscape was far behind us now.

And so was the blightfall.

But the pain still lingered.

Not as much, not as agonizing, but still it was there. Like an open blister on a fresh wound, the pain kept throbbing within, keeping in perfect rhythm to the feeble beats of my heart.

The Blightfall lingers upon anything it touches

Mr. Mob Man is not going to be happy with what we've done to his ride. Every square-inch was most likely coated in Blight. I don't suppose a quick trip 'round the car wash would do the trick, would it?

In any case… the clouds here weren't in swirls of grey, the wind rustled the trees only lightly, and the clear skies here brought up with it a little glimmer of something bright- a faint light at the end of a very long tunnel.

The worst has finally come to pass.

Finally, I could breathe at ease, and not think of every breath as always being my last.

Thank you, Ash. Thank you so much.

I didn't say it out loud though, I couldn't say it. The state I was in, I don't think even she would appreciate it if I forced myself to try. In the rearview mirror, even through my ailing sight, with the crusted dried blood and dampen cheeks, it was clear to see that I was on the brink of collapsing at any moment.

So yeah… don't speak.

Don't think I even have to bother. From the quick side-glances Ash was giving me, I think she could see for herself just how much I appreciated her at the very moment - I mean, after all, even I could still muster a smile with what little that was left of me.

"We did it, Master," Ash whispered, returning mine with a faint one of her own. "You did it."

No words. Just a nod. And all was understood.

Ash focused her eyes back onto the road, home was still very much a great distance away.

As for I… well… I had my thoughts.

I woke up today hoping for a springy happy day for just two, brimming with enough laughter and fun to forget all worries. Certainly, we had that, and what fun it was indeed.

But our little brief period of fun wouldn't be the main thing we will be taking away from today. Looking back in retrospect, any and all fun we had was overshadowed by the events that shortly came after.

Our first date… and this was our takeaway.

In hindsight, the signs of something insidious brewing were already apparent from the start weren't they?

Amelia's appearance was the first red flag. Her talks of this mysterious fellow and their domineering presence was a big glaring second. The dullness in the skies, a day absent of the sun… thunder and lightning…

So many signs but I was just stubborn to stop and see it. I just wanted the two of us to have a day where we both could share in a happy memory.

Apparently, that was just too much to ask.

Funnily enough, I started today worrying about rainfall because of Amelia, and how it would impede us from enjoying our date to the fullest. Now here we were, the rain fell indeed - and boy did it impede us alright…

I'll never leave the house when it's storming again.

Thanks Amelia.



  
    Chapter 95: Home

I think I might have been drifting.

What I thought was a simple occasional blink of heavy eyelids, shaved away more than just a single second when I'd next open my eyes.

The LCD display ticking away towards 6:59 in the evening was what brought me to this realization.

Because the last time I checked, it was 6:55. 

So I was blacking out. But I wasn't falling asleep. The aches and swells that came and went were like the blaring alarm clocks on a very nice sleep. Except much more painful.

A second blink, three more minutes gone - in a literal blink of an eye.

Third blink. Fourth blink. My blank periods were getting stretched longer and longer.

In the fifth, I awoke to a sky tinted warmly in a glow of orange, and a breeze of cold wind ruffling my hair so calm and serene. 

The light sways, up and down like the gentle rock of a crib. The weightless sensation spreading throughout me… Ash's solemn expression from above, staring far into a distance that was well beyond my sight. The feel of her hands, the way her arms felt so reassuring wrapped around my body - it'd pass well off as a dream if it didn't feel so real.

And besides... you couldn't dream of a pain like this. 

I'd know.

"Mistress Ria!" 

Ash's voice. Loud and resonating within it a heavy urgency. At the same time, she picked up the pace.

Returning her shout, I heard the crunch and crackle of grass growing near, reaching its peak within mere seconds. Then there was a warmness, the bright lights of swaying embers, streaming locks of scorching red, and a gaze burning brighter than any flame stared down at me.

I couldn't recall the last time I saw Ria's face looked so stricken, didn't even know those eyes were capable of looking so afraid. Her cheery voice, a quiet whisper.

"Inside."

Hello to you too, Ria…

"It was Blightfall," Ash explained, continuing to walk again.

 "Yeah, I know, I know," Ria muttered hurriedly. "Wouldn't be waiting out on the porch here for you if I didn't."

"A Speaker, Mistress Ria. The Blightfall had… I did what I could with what I had. But we were caught off guard - he was caught off guard."

"We all were." The turn of a doorknob and the creaking swing of the front door opened wide. Passing the doorway, I met with Ria's eyes once more. "So a Speaker too, huh? Why, the son of good and evil not special enough a title for you?"

It was nice to see you too, Ria…

Dimness consumed sight. The inside was a stark contrast to the brightness of the outside. It was to the point where I couldn't tell where or what anything was. 

All I could do was hear. 

Hear the rhythmic tapping of Ash's steps, the light gaps of my own feeble breathing, and Ria again - evidently flustered.

"Shoo, Adalia. Make some space, he's here."

Apart from hearing, feeling was my next best alternative to fumbling around the unknown darkness. Soft and smooth was the feeling that cushioned and cuddled my entire being. 

I'll never take for granted again just how comfy and snug the living-room couch really was.

"A… Speaker…?" A faint hint of surprise from a low misty voice, as misty as the eyes that glowed from afar in the darkness. "How many… voices?"

"I fear too many," Ash spoke out, her breathing close enough to feel its warmth. "The screams, they've… he had no control over them."

Lying there, I couldn't help but realize that this here was the first time I ever heard Ash actually speak to Adalia one on one. After the things that happened between these two, I knew it was going to be a tough hurdle for them to have converse with one another.

I just wished it was with better circumstances that made them jump that hurdle.

"Had his tears… blackened?" Adalia asked.

"No, thank the Gods, no. We've gone far enough in haste to have thankfully avoided that outcome."

"Good," The front door echoed with a slam, and the footsteps that drew nearer from it was like a lit candle in the darkness clad in red. "Being a familiar to a broken soul isn't exactly how I plan to live my life.

A very sarcastic candle, apparently. 

"We've to minimize his exposure to any drop of Blight in the vicinity if he is to recover," A flutter of wind whizzing past me. Ash was standing. "The car has to be disposed of. Mistress Ria, can I trust that you'll tend to Master's needs while I'm gone?"

"Can he speak?"

"No."

"Is he still in pain?" 

As if to try and answer that question, I felt a hoarse groan involuntarily leave my lips, sounding very much more dead than alive.

"Take that as a yes, then," muttered Ria, walking over to take Ash's place beside me. "Go dispose away. Adalia and I will be here serving him on hand and foot. No worries."

There was a brief moment of shuffling, some pattering, a few silent seconds. The swing and click of a door were all I had to go off of to know that Ash had already made her departure.

Now it was just the three of us. The swirls of flames to the left, and the unblinking grey eyes to the right.

"Nothing just ever seems to go your way, does it?" Ria said, her smoldering cinders wafting from left to right. "Everything you do is either pain… pain, or even more pain."

Wish it was a smile that she said it with, just seeing her face without one was more unsettling than anything else. 

"I'd be lying if I said I didn't feel sorry for you." 

Strained, pained… the way her glowing locks illuminated her expression. I almost wish it'd stayed dark so I didn't have to see it.

"And I'm no liar."

I felt the stinging. The same stinging whenever my voice would leak out.

"Make it… stop…" 

The pain. I just didn't want to feel pain. I think she understood that.

But it kept stinging, aching… and I think it might stay that way for a long time to come.

"A kiss from me won't help you bear with it any better," said Ria softly. "It's not pain you're feeling. Well… it's not your pain you're feeling, to be exact. Speakers, you see. They speak for the dead. Your voice becomes their own, and likewise, their pain becomes yours even if it isn't really."

Explanations weren't what I wanted. Later - questions… answers… I didn't really care for them at the moment. 

Ria hung her head. "But… I suppose that's not what you want to hear right now, right? Blightfall. Speakers, Listeners, the hows and the whys… not with how you're feeling now."

I think she realized just how grim she was making herself out to be for all of a sudden, she was raising her head, heaving a breath, and forming a smile.

"You know, it's a miracle you're still even alive and breathing with what's happened to you," There was a pressure on my palm, a soft sensation. "You did good, but for now, you need to bear with it for just a little longer, alright? Just a little more."

I did not like that smile.

"But…" The stinging pain surfaced again. "It hurts…"

"I know," she sighed, her hand clutching mine. "I know…"

And said no more.



  
    Chapter 96: The Morning After

"Feeling better?"

Mornings in the countryside, you can expect an early rise six out of seven days in the week. Living there, roosters were an abundant sight. Roaming the fields, sneaking into the backyard somehow. You'd know when they do. Because six out seven times… the crowing and cawing at day's break would do your alarm clock's job for you.

Seems as if city life wasn't so different, after all.

Minus the crowing, and maybe perhaps also the cawing. 

The rooster can be kept though, for she was right here… no backyard sneaking necessary, rousing me awake with such a tenderness to her words, contrasting so starkly with the stinging sensation she inflicted onto my still stirring eyes causing them to burn with the intensity of a thousand suns.

Ria was a very bright bird. Especially when basked in the rays of the early morning light.

And I still very much was aching to the most painful extent.

Something raspy suddenly rang abradingly in the air. It took a second to realize that it was actually me trying to give voice to my discomfort.

"Bright… You're too… "

One sentence uttered from my lips sounded more like trying to grind rocks together in a blender. Meaning to say, I run the risk of making anyone in the vicinity go deaf from just a single word, further evidenced by the way Ria's eyes were wincing.

"Might shatter the windows… if you're gonna finish that sentence," She said, shaking her head. "I really don't think you should. The Elf needs her sleep too."

It was only after she mentioned that did I finally feel a little bit of something peculiar pressing down on both my legs stretched out on the sofa.

Now I've heard of lap pillows before, speculated briefly about how they'd feel if I ever got the opportunity to place my head one. Never crossed my mind before that I'd end up being the one giving instead of receiving.

Actually, I guess it was more of a calve pillow than it was a lap. But close enough, I suppose.

Somewhere just a little below my knees were a pair of arms laid crossed against each other, and resting atop of it, Ash's sleeping expression stared back at me from afar.

So blissful, peaceful. Her silvery locks draping over most of her face, save only for her eyes closed deep into slumber, bathe in the glow of sunlight filtering through the gaps in the curtains.

The moment I took notice of her, I found it hard to turn my sights anywhere else. The way she was hunched over sitting, sleeping against me… suddenly I wasn't aching as much anymore.

Way it looked, how the ends of her white sundress settled in curls and furls across the living-room carpet, Ash was like a daisy in spring. Cause I've seen many flowers, in many meadows, out in the days of country life - and I can say with confidence that none bloomed as beautiful as she did right then.

My creeping staring did not go unnoticed, however. I nearly forgot that I still had another pair of eyes on me, one that seems to have regained a bit of its zest back.

"I'm sure you can pretty much guess she was with you the whole night never once moving an inch," Ria took a deep inhale. "Just look at her, it's like I'm watching one of my soaps all over again."

No comment. 

"Y'know, for your information, I stayed up too… heck, I'm still awake right now. Where're my lovey-dovey eyes?"

Now that I could comment on, and I did, feeling a small smile slowly forming.

"Jea… lous?"

Ria just snorted and rolled her eyes. "Just thought I'd point it out. Don't want you to start playing favorites here. I care too. Probably not as much as she… but… yeah, I worry."

Didn't expect to be greeted with a dash of sentimentality first thing in the morning, and especially not from her. Last night was… it was a Ria that was a complete stranger to me.

I could still feel the warmth of her hand pressing against my own. 

Don't think that was a Ria I'll be seeing too often and I don't think she's too keen on showing more of that side either. Now it was back to normal, feisty Ria, springing upwards to her feet.

"We've talked a bit while you were unconscious," She said, plopping herself to the couch on the opposite side. "Elf told us everything. The mall, bumper cars, restaurant… some guy with a limp."

Before the word 'limp' even began to shape her lips, I was already shooting upright with eyes wide. 

"Clocks," I said, trying to come off as urgent - well as urgent as one can be sounding like they just smoked the entire world's supply of cigarette packs in one day.

To my surprise, Ria merely waved my concern away like a stray ember obstructing her sight. 

"She's already taken care of it," she said, nudging her chin to the 'She' sleeping soundly at my side. 

"Granted, she didn't really know what she was looking for taking down all the clocks around the place. I helped in that department too, so uh…" Ria spread her hands to the side. "I'm awaiting my lovey-dovey still."

There was something amiss here I just realized. Yesterday, though I was drifting in and out of awareness, I could still distinctly remember that I was being tended to by more than two people.

The question now was, where was the third?

"Where is... Adalia?"

"Ahh…" Ria narrowed her lips, her eyes veering away from mine. Bad sign. "Was hoping we could get into that after you've freshened up a bit more."

"Why?" I felt a swelling in my throat, and I don't think my soreness had anything to do with it. "What's happened to her?"

"Vampires, right. The thing about them is… when they don't want to be seen, you won't see them."

"Meaning... what?"

"Adalia snuck off to somewhere," She said, flailing her arms helplessly. "I've no clue where she went."

My jaw metaphorically fell loose onto my lap. "Joking."

Ria shrugged her shoulders. "Nope."

"Concerned?"

"Not really. She'll be back, I'm sure. Vampires tend to do this often."

"How… often?" I asked, fearing the prospect of Amelia ever finding out about this. I rather not deal with another irate vampire incident here.

"Often enough," Ria waved her hand again. "Look, you've got more pressing concerns to deal with here."

"I beg to differ."

"Well Blightfall begs to differ to your differ," She snapped back. "Most of the town is covered with it. Adalia and I narrowly missed getting covered in it while we were at the park. And you're a speaker - this is serious business, you know? Did the Elf ever mention to you what it does besides making you go cry and scream like a psycho?"

"No… not… not really."

Ria stared silently for a moment. That gaze of hers… just from the look of it I could sense my brief resting period has come to an abrupt end, short-lived as it was, I suppose the questions have been amassing ever since the start of yesterday morning.

Today's morning, however, was one that I feel would have plenty of answers. Well, at least it'll be a better wake up call than any crowing or cawing out there.

"Blightfall is the rain of the dead, and as you know, the dead rots and decay. The rain, the droplets? What do you suppose would happen if one were to fall on an entire city. A rain of death and decay? What do you think it'll do to the buildings, the cars… or the people that came in contact with it? It'll rot, and it'll decay, everything, everyone until there is nothing left but blighted earth." 

Spoke too soon... 

This was worse.

A lot worse.



  
    Chapter 97: Some Breakfast With A Side Of Blight

Unknown phenomenon, the news called it.

The coming end of days was what the doomsday peeps decided to make of it, rampaging 'round the streets, screaming in the ears of those that'll hear them out.

Then you got those special few, those tinfoil folks whispering in the sidelines of a top-secret classified, delisted, off the record loominati experiment of epic proportions.

It didn't matter what channel on TV I flicked to or what random website I visited online. It'd always be one of those three things popping up, going on and on like a broken record without an end in sight. It seemed that overnight, our little weather incident here in the town has become a global sensation that'd surely be the talk of the day for many weeks to come.

Compared to that, the Matriarch abductions - that whole big fiasco that got the community in an uproar barely a month ago was like a small blurb in a newspaper article left as an afterthought in the corner end of the page doomed to be forgotten about for all eternity.

I suppose it makes sense. The aftermath following the Blightfall's wake was not an easy image for many to swallow. Including me, and I was there at the front and center of it all.

Social media was a conglomerate of reaction videos and clips, somebody even got a drone shot of the city skylines after the storm had subsided. I think I stared at that clip longer than I did anything else.

There was just something haunting about seeing those towering skyscrapers become grisly spires coated in a deep, dark red. The long stretches of road turning into narrow rivers of blood as seen from above - worst of it, with the knowledge I now hold - seeing those countless dots moving, swarming around the streets amidst the Blight...

That's a lot of people out there.

"How do you... get rid of the Blight?" My eyes peeked over my phone towards the sound of sizzling in the kitchen. "Don't suppose… it's as easy as waiting for the sun… to evaporate the damn thing."

Spatula in one hand, a pair of eggs in the other, Ria began taming the fizzle and crackle of hot oil on the frying pain. 

I remembered the first couple of days of settling in the house, she warned me once that she didn't like being disturbed while playing Chef in the kitchen. It was like one of the rare few rules she had about herself apart from no veggies on her plate.

Well, rules are meant to be broken after all.

I called out to her again from the couch, letting the truly abysmal way my voice sounded break her focus. 

Not once, not twice, maybe a bit more than three times too.

"Ria, Ria, Ria, Ria, Ria…. Reeeee-a. Ri-of-A, talk to me."

Surprise, surprise, not really surprise, it worked like a charm.

That aggravated groaning from the kitchen doorway sounded about ready to scorch me where I sat.

"You just woke up!" She exclaimed over the sound of fried eggs. "You nearly died yesterday - again! How is it that you wanna play the hero role once more so badly? It's a dangerous lifestyle!"

The audible commotion from the living to the kitchen had Ash shifting about around my legs. Now she was on my thighs instead of my calves. Alright. We get any louder, if she shifts anymore upwards… ooo, danger zone.

I lowered my voice significantly. "Most of the city... is covered in blight - people… are covered in blight. Whatever happened... to rot and decay? It's going... to destroy the whole city, ain't it?"

"Yeah, in weeks." Ria retorted, the clangor of metal pans not doing much to aid me in my little conundrum. "Blighting is a slow process, you won't see people covered in Blight suddenly turn to dust in a snap of a finger, kay? It's only after the third week you'll see 'em crumble into nothing."

Ash kept ascending closer and closer to my no-no zone, oh boy. What happened to being a light sleeper, Ash? 

Slowly I reeled my body back a bit, speaking as I did, "What's… the timeframe?"

I heard the stove clicking off finally, bringing an end to the rowdy sizzling and fizzing, and gracious were the sound of footsteps emerging out of the kitchen doorway. 

So why was Ash still crawling up? Why couldn't she just be content with a lap pillow? Does my lap suck that bad?

Panic, panic.

"Lucky us, the Blight's red and not black. Thanks to that, you got three and a half weeks to do something about it 'stead of the usual one and a half we get back in Kronocia." 

Was too busy drawing some more distance between Ash and me to even bother with a response. So busy in fact, that I've failed to notice that I've attained an audience in the form of Ria's blank stare, standing by the couch, two plates in either hand, and with eyebrows soaring up under the bangs of her smoldering hair.

"Also I think your servant there is subconsciously trying to get in your pants," Ria formed a smirk. "Could be that she's hungry. Wanna feed her?" 

I blinked my eyes at her. "You're... dirty."

"Takes one to know one, doesn't it?" She handed me a plate. "Look at this too, breakfast in bed from a pretty girl, while also being tended to by another pretty girl - Master, oh, Master, you're living the life, aren't you?"

"Yeah, simply the best… wouldn't want it any other way." Sarcasm plus my croaky voice made for an odd mixture of sound. Anyway…

"If you're done with the innuendos… and the teasing… you mind telling me now how one would go about getting rid… of the Blight?"

Some toast, eggs… I forgot to buy some bacon. Set's incomplete. Ah well, Ria did the best with what she had and she was a far better cook than I'll ever be anyway.

Anything crafted by those refined hands of hers, them fingers over there wriggling with versatility had and would constantly surpass any and all expectations - so even something as simple and quick as fried eggs with toast I'm sure would leave my taste buds more than just satisfied.

So I munched once on some buttered toast, watched her snug herself nicely on the one-seater directly across from me, and listened attentively to what she had to say.

"Well, for one thing, scrubbing at it with some mops won't do much good," She took a bite, her words garbling up with her chews. "You need a Speaker for one. Guess that's where you come in."

"That it?"

"If only it was that simple. Second on the list - you're gonna need a Listener to go along with the Speaker. Put them in a pair, give them a few days in the epicenter of the Blightfall, and usually, that'll do the trick. No rots, no decays, happy times."

Eggs were nice and delectable. Wish I could have taken the time to savor the meal, but I was far too busy trying to comprehend every new thing that spouted out of her bulging cheeks.

"So I'm a Speaker, whatever that is…" I slowly said, "Now we just need... to get a Listener. Do that, and problem solved, yeah?"

"Yep."

"Great," I said. "So where do we... find a Listener?"

"Oh, that's easy. Lemme just go back to Kronocia real quick, grab a couple walking around somewhere, I'm sure some of them manage to survive the literal apocalypse."

Sarcasm. Ha-ha funny… still, there might actually be a ring of truth to it.

"Why not?" I frowned. "You did. Adalia did, Amelia, Irene… what good reason is there… to say there couldn't be any Listeners... walking among us right now?"

But that was just me, always looking up at the bright side of every situation. Sadly Ria, for as bright and bedazzling as she always was, saw only the darkness on the other side of it.

"They're extinct, my gravelly-voiced liege." She muttered, munching on her last bit of toast. "That good enough a reason for you?"

For fuck's…

"You're shitting me…"

"Yeah, maybe a little bit."

OH, FOR FUCK -

"You were?!"

"I said only a little bit," she affirmed, raising a finger to the air. "Listeners aren't a race - it's an occupation, something you learn to do overtime. Theoretically, anybody could be one - heck, I could be one, provided I got the know-how to do so, but not everyone can be a Listener. Case in point - Me again."

For the sake of not getting je-baited again as I so often do when it comes to the fiery phoenix of mischief, I decided to keep mum of any question or remark that dared scale to the tip of my tongue and just simply let her finish what she had to say.

Because if we were to do this her way, if I kept playing along to her tune, the whole town would have rotted away by the time I got all my questions answered.

So no, that little pause in-between your explanations trying to get me to speak out in order to give me a WWE smackdown in word-form won't work on me no more.

I'm keeping shut.

It was a good strat too, and clearly, she knew I got her beat. The way her lips shaped to a pout at my unresponsiveness... pure and utter disappointment. 

Sorry Ria, but I want a discussion - not a back and forth. So please, discuss away if you would.



  
    Chapter 98: Solutions

Standing upright was an undertaking I never thought I'd find so daunting to overcome. The difficulty I had trying to straighten my spine had me empathizing greatly with my 60-year old self in the future. 

My bones felt all so stiff and weary, I'm surprised they didn't get fossilized in the night. Sore neck and buckling knees, I seriously wondered whether if I did actually age a couple of decades overnight.

Nevertheless, I defied the odds, and began to walk, stumbling at first, but with a few grips at furniture and handlings here and there, I managed to make it to the foot of the stairs - where I would proceed to undergo the even more formidable task of scaling all of it.

Apparently, Ria was the type to look on at old people struggling to cross the perilous streets, see them quivering, eyes squinting from near-sightedness, and just simply shrug her shoulders, muttering indifferently to herself, "If they die, they die."

She had to be, because why else would she still be slacking away on the sofa just watching me? Taking care of Ash couldn't be the reason, girl's sleeping there like a bear in the hibernating season. Couldn't help but feel how strange it was when she didn't even stir once when I had Ria gently settle her properly on the couch.

Must be really exhausted, she.

One step up the steps at a time. I needed time alone, time to think. What has happened, and what will happen - these thoughts swirled inside of my head like a hurricane of the highest category, and the confines of my room was the eye of that storm.

Received many answers to many questions on behalf of Ria's generosity.

Speakers, first and foremost. Some reason I'm a Speaker, and unlike Listeners - they're born, not made. Not even a genetic thing, it's just a thing that happens when a mommy and daddy love each other very much.

Just my luck, I guess. That, or I'm actually cursed. Hmm, maybe I should consider getting a priest to swing around sometime soon.

Anyway, Speakers. You won't know you are one till some Blightfall actually falls. The rain of the dead, and the dead are a rowdy vocal bunch. A Speaker in range of Blight would have his body used as a vessel for the dearly departed souls, not just regular souls either… These are the souls of the damned, souls forever condemned to eternal suffering for their sins in life.

It seems Kronocia has an afterlife, too. Apparently, it wasn't a very nice place either.

The pain I felt, the tears that fell - it was all theirs… and unfortunately for the Speakers, they have to feel it all alongside them. Now, a Speaker is capable of controlling which voice they let into themselves, but that's only after years and years of grueling practice and experience. 

Sadly, I didn't have years to slowly learn the ropes. The most I got was a little less than 4 weeks and also no teacher.

"Listeners on the other hand," Ria's voice echoed in my mind. "Listens to the Living. We may be able to hear the dead through the Speakers, but that doesn't mean the dead can hear us. That's where the Listener comes in. They become the dead's ears. Together, with the both of them, the Living and the Dead are able to communicate with one another."

Yet this was all in theory. Everything she said? A hypothetical scenario - given the perfect tools, the perfect variables. If we actually translated all that into practice, let in a small dose of reality to the whole thing… well, what do we get?

Listeners were already a dying art form even before Kronocia's fall. Finding one was as rare as a Neplim sighting, so given our current circumstances, you can kinda get a vague clue on just how up we were in shit's creek without a paddle. 

Granted, anybody could be a Listener, as Ria stated. But not everybody can be one. Given the requirements needed to actually become a full-fledged Listener… I may as well just take a mop and clean up the Blight myself.

An affinity for the dead, was one. So Necromancers, Demons, some race called Painters - these three are usually prime candidates for the Listener spot.

Another was a vow of silence. Once you're a Listener, you can't speak. Your voice is reserved solely and only for the dead.

Last, but certainly not least, you also need to have taken a life before - voluntarily. 

Yeah, can kinda see why Listeners aren't exactly being churned out like rabbits. 

So to put it bluntly, you got a Speaker here with no formal training, no actual Listener as far as the eye can see, and a town brimming with civilians primed for complete and total decimation in less than a month.

Clearly, we had a problem here. A big, big problem. And our one and only solution to rectify that problem was lightyears away from even being considered to be in the same range as viable.

Can someone please say Deus Ex Machina?

"Can I just... call my Dad again real quick?" I suggested after a moment of contemplation. "Leonardo's your hero, think he'll be able... to do something, right?"

Ria scoffed at that, pummeling that suggestion into the ground. "As much as I'm holding out for a hero 'till the end of the night, Leonardo's no Speaker. You can call him sure, we'll play meet and greet too, always wanted to talk to a hero, but don't expect too much to happen. He's a Hero, not God - think a little higher."

God, eh? Well then…

"My mom's - "

"Look, man. Have you actually heard from your mother recently?" Ria was raising a brow, and a very concerned brow at that. "Come to think of it, after everything - why aren't they here? Your life is suddenly an emotional rollercoaster filled with many twists and turns so why do they keep ghosting you in spite of it? Do they not think you'll be having a bit of fit right now with how badly we turned your life upside down? Do they just not care or something?"

I remembered staring at her, silent and slightly affronted. Wouldn't say insulted, more flabbergasted than anything, because I've been asking myself the same questions too. 

Many, many times.

All I could do then was shake my head. "I don't know." 

Ria shook hers in return. "So until you do, just assume we're on our own, 'kay? You can call 'em, I'm crossing my fingers that they pick up - cause Terestra's the easy way out this mess - but I'm not holding my breath, unless of course… you wanna pay them a courtesy visit after all this time?"

Go back to the countryside. Confront them, if they won't confront me. It's an idea… it's a long trip of an idea, still…

"Don't see any Listeners," I responded. "Don't see much of a choice here either so… pack your bags, Ria." 

"We're leaving?"

"We're leaving. Soon..."

This then leads us back to the present time, where I now stand atop the floorboards of the second floor, having recently conquered the trial of the staircases and beaming proudly over my accomplishment.

Okay, not really. Still very much aching badly to be just standing there gloating over nothing.

It seems Blightfall was the straw that broke the camel's back. The thought of just upping and leaving for the countryside has slithered to mind from time to time, but I never have seriously considered the prospect up till now.

Wasn't just your regular ol' family intervention no more, lives were at stake here - can't afford to be ghosted here for any longer. 

It really was time to go back.

Time to pack my bags, too.

But not yet, not now, and certainly not today. There were still so many things here that needed sorting out it wasn't even funny. 

For one, Adalia has yet to return from wherever she ran off to. Can't really just disappear on her too without finding out where she went, otherwise it'll be my ass getting scratched by a very irate vampire's claws.

Amelia's no joke here. That's gonna have to be priority number one.

Then there was that too. Those words that weren't my own, anger and despair I've never felt before. Every time I looked at Ash in the car, I could never keep them from pouring out.

There weren't mine, but I felt them as mine. Their anger, my anger. Their words, my words. 

All directed towards Ash.

Lenora… who's Lenora, Ash? What did you do to her? 

Why do I feel such grief at the sound of her name? And why do I feel so much hate saying yours?

Eshwlyn the Elf-Knight.

All this time, I firmly stood alone on that one side of the argument - that Ash had done nothing wrong. As innocent as one could possibly be. A tragic victim of circumstance. Every accusation, all the animosity, the grudges harbored - everything was unfounded.

I believed them all to be unfounded.

But briefly, amidst the anarchy and pain, through flowing tears and gritted teeth - I didn't.

And right now, as I lumber my way towards the doorway slightly ajar, I'm not so sure if I still do.

Maybe it was just the Blight talking. Or maybe it wasn't.

I hated to think that it wasn't.

There'll be plenty of chances to think about things in the future, and you can guarantee I'll be thinking of many things for many days to come.

But for now, the bed in my room beckons my name, caressing my delicate senses with its soft whispers. 

"Get some rest."



  
    Chapter 99: Deep Slumber

I planned for a bit of reprieve. Just some time dedicated solely for me, myself and I. 

Figured a couple hours of some shut-eye would do the trick just fine. Mentally, physically, whatever-ly - they were all worn down to the bone. My state of being was like a rickety, creaking bridge that just needed a single feather's worth of weight for it to come tumbling down to a sheer drop into the rapid, raging, rapids below.

That bridge was in dire need of some refurbishing, and sleep was indeed a very good fixer-upper.

Why sleep again, just woke up, didn't I? Had breakfast not even a few minutes ago, didn't I?

Trust me, I wouldn't be clamoring so desperately for some forty winks if I didn't need it. Truth of the matter was - I was still very much at the brink of collapse - eyelids so heavy that if I was up for any longer, I'd be needing some strong adhesive to keep them from closing shut.

'Sides, I don't see Ria batting an eye at my decision. Clearly she could see that I was still running on fumes here. Gonna need to recharge again.

Didn't think it'll take more than just a couple of hours before I'll be waking up right as rain.

Right as rain… funny…

It was a good plan, said me to myself, as I drifted into dreamland in the comforts of soft, silky sheets.

I'll be awake soon enough.

I did not start stirring until it was the crack of dusk.

Six in the evening, as claimed by the dim glow on my smartphone, also flickering awake with a nudge from my sluggish fingers. 

Okay, maybe I dozed off for a bit longer than I originally planned. Surprised no one came to check up on me too.

I smell like shit.

Guess I'll take a shower first.

Groaning, I slowly clambered out of bed. Dazed, I flung a towel across my shoulder. So much slow, nearly stagnant movements made from my room to the bathroom - inert as all hell… but… there were no aches hampering my every joint, could stand upright without much effort, and there was no struggle placing one foot over the other… sleep did the trick.

I was in pain no longer.

Yay.

The water from the shower felt like the modern day fountain of youth. Every sprinkle, every warm droplet pouring down my face, was like a breath of life washing down upon me cleansing me of all my fatigue.

Needless to say, I left that bathroom as a new and improved me. For a moment or two… just a moment or two.

Then it all came rushing back as fast as it had left me. The three objectives that needed fulfilling.

Cleanse the Blightfall, find out where Adalia ran off to, and talk to Ash.

First one was already a no-go, I can't go about doing that without settling the second one first, and I don't have any leads to go off of to even go about accomplishing that too. 

Third one was… well, the third one was as easy as simply walking down the stairs to the living room sofa.

Guess I'll settle that one first. Won't settle anything if I just stood around the room in my underwear.

Drew out some casual wear from my closet and began to dress. From fitting into baggy pants to throwing over a loose shirt over my head, dunno why but this pressure kept mounting inside of me, I guess now that I'm fully cognizant I was actually starting to comprehend the gravity of the situation before me.

Three and a half weeks… and a day off those weeks was spent just simply lying in bed.

Good job, me.

Creaked open my door only to be greeted by a warm glow of orange filtering through the windows. Outside, no flashes, no rumbles, wasn't even a single cloud in the sky - for all intents and purposes, it seems that today was a clear, sunny day.

Could almost forget that the events of yesterday even happened with how peaceful and calm everything was from the inside looking out.

Almost.

A step out the doorway, and immediately something wasn't off.

It was like a sixth sense. Wasn't sure whether it was due to recent events or something I just honed overtime, but the feeling in my gut just screamed at me that something wasn't right.

Yesterday morning, I woke up to a house as silent as the night. Seems about right that time, no one was inside except for me.

So why did I still wake up to quiet now?

It was still so very quiet, so very still.

Ash's room, her door remained ajar with a nary a soul in sight. The darkness, the dim atmosphere of the interior - what, nobody thought to turn on the lightswitch in the evening?

Why?

"Ash, you there?" 

My voice was steady, strong surprisingly, and didn't sound like a sixty-year-old man no more, so it couldn't be that my voice was still too frail and weak to not be heard especially in such a silent ambiance.

So why wasn't Ash answering me back?

"Ria? How about you?"

Why wasn't Ria?

I'm gradually hating the feeling of hearing nothing… It's starting to get a little discomforting.

My steps down the stairs echoed loudly and profoundly in the quiet. Didn't take me long to reach the living room, rushing steps slowing to a halt atop the carpet - it was there that I got my answer.

Why wasn't Ash responding?

Because she was still asleep.

Ria?

Well, she was too. Soundly asleep, right across from each other.

It was just fatigue catching up on them, simple exhaustion as a result of keeping an eye on me overnight. It shouldn't be something worth getting worked up over.

Just simple paranoia on my part.

Yet I still was, still am - my sixth sense, that gut feeling, it was blaring louder than ever.

Something still wasn't right.

"Ash?"

A light tap at first, just a little nudge on the shoulder.

"Ash?"

Louder now.

"Ash, wake up!"

Harder now.

"Ria!" 

None would budge. None would stir. None would wake.

There it was again. Apprehension surfacing as it has so many times before. At this point, I should be used to the feeling by now. 

Maybe come one day, I will be… but as for now…

"Fucking - not again!"

Here as I was amidst a mystery I knew jack all about, standing helplessly in the center of the room, wondering to myself what the hell even happened.

I don't understand. Just this morning, they were fine. The both of them showed absolutely no signs of anything at all to indicate something off.

Ria was up, moving, talking, that snarky mouth of hers doing its job to perfection. Even had a chat with her over eggs and toast no problem.

And Ash was… 

Ash was sleeping… noises pestered her.... but she never woke. I always thought that was peculiar… Ash was the lightest sleeper I know… yet she never stirred once despite it all.

Was that it? Was she already like this even in the morning and none of us had noticed it?

I thought she was just exhausted.

So what's the case here with Ria? Last I saw of her was with a smug expression, basking in the chance of having to see me hobble up the stairs myself. 

She was still there, that smug look locked behind closed eyes and sealed lips, breathing faintly - her chest slowly rising and falling, the dim glow of her hair pulsating with every breath. 

I searched my thoughts, scrounging desperately for any tidbit I might have missed that could explain all this.

There wasn't any. Blightfall can't do this… at least as far as I know. We talked of Listeners, Speakers, the Blight… Where the fuck in any of that was there any mention of people falling into comas?!

And if they did… 

"Why am I awake?"

Another question strung in a line alongside many other questions. If only answers came as easy as questions do…

"Because… you are… Terestra's… son."

Apparently, they do. 

I spun my head - the hallway leading to the front door, once empty, wasn't any longer. A pair of clouded, misty eyes, unblinking, stared at me from across the living room. 

My voice sounded out loud before I even thought about speaking.

"You're back…" Thoughtless words that spoke the obvious. That's not what needed addressing right now. I spoke again, this time with thoughts collected. "What happened to them? Adalia do you know?"

A nod of the head.

"The Blightfall… isn't ordinary Blight..." Adalia spoke. "Ordinary… remains red… affects only when… touched." 

"O… okay?" I didn't say much, I wanted her to continue.

And continue she did.

"The Blight… didn't remain red.... It turned… it blackened."

Blackened Blight. Ria mentioned this. Ria said that it was bad - how many weeks do I have?

"Blightfall… never turns… once fallen," Adalia continued. "But somehow it has…"

One and a half. I have a one and a half week timeframe to fix this… there's just one thing I didn't know though.

"What does it do?" 

"It spreads… faster… and… better..." 

"How? No, wait..." Now I was starting to understand. Adalia wouldn't be telling me this information if it wasn't relevant. The mystery of it all was slowly unraveling, and I didn't like the answer that was in front of me. "You're saying, Ash and Ria - they're both Blighted?"

Adalia shook her head, and for a moment, just for that split second in time, I thought perhaps I was wrong.

Fuck… if only I was…

"We all are…" Adalia corrected. "The Blight… it's in... the air..."



  
    Chapter 100: Adalia's Plan

Airborne Blight. 

I barely was even scratching the surface of it all, and yet already I was deep in muck, submerged in the intricacies and complications of things I could barely comprehend.

First, it was just the voices of the dead, then it became a gooey, sticky bloody biohazard with the introduction of rot and decay - now all of a sudden the goddamn thing turned black and its particles are swirling in the air getting all chummy with Nitrogen and Oxygen. 

I'll just save myself the headache and just go along with it. Fine, now the entire city is blighted regardless of whether contact was made or not - whatever….

The question now was - 

"Why did it put them to sleep?"

And also -

"Are they ever going to wake up?"

Adalia, in turn, answered them both, lumbering herself closer towards us. Slow movement. Quiet mutters.

"The Void calls for them… it welcomes them… it welcomes me too… because those like us… we are vulnerable..." 

The Void? Is that the Afterlife?

"Waking up… I'm not sure… not on their own… I… I don't… I don't think - "

Adalia lurched forward, her words abruptly cut, stumbling - nearly falling, her hands stretched out, keeping steady… faint breathing in palpitating quivers.

I reached out, thinking she'd actually fall but there were no heavy thuds, nothing in front of me to actually reach for.

As fast as it had happened, Adalia became still.

A blink. Her eyes stared, but they don't seem to see - my concerns, they looked right into them, yet somehow I feel like I was staring through her. There was no eye contact between me and her.

Where have I seen those eyes before?

Slowly, she drew her arms back, whispering quietly a feeble, "I'm sorry…"

Her veins showed. A visible line of webs from her forearms to her neck. Skin paling to a sickly white.

Uh oh…

"Sorry's right," I said. "You're going to frenzy again."

Had no sleeves to roll up with the shirt I'm wearing, so baring my arm was as easy as simply walking up to her, which I did so in a frantic hurry. 

I stepped forward.

She stepped back.

Way back.

"Adalia," My voice was a mixture of feelings I liked to call: Confused urgency. It sounded out, and it sounded aloud. "What are you doing? You gotta feed."

She shook her head. Slower, weaker than before. "No…"

No?

"Why not?" 

I got nearer again, she went further again. Okay, deep breaths. 

"Right, you don't act like this usually. Got no reason to. Something happened - you went somewhere, now you got a reason," I lowered my arm and stretched our distance even further. "So… is it a good enough reason to risk going absolutely mental?"

An instant answer wasn't what I was waiting for here. I anticipated for some sporadic pauses in between sentences, shortness of breath here and there all strewn into a long, convoluted explanation as to why she refused to feed.

I didn't expect for her to only muttered out two words. I also didn't expect myself to immediately be swayed by those words.

But hey, Adalia just had a way with words, didn't she? Ever the eloquent speaker, she was.

Two words… and a solemn stare.

"My sister."

The way she said it - no nearly indiscernible whisper can detract from the feelings woven within them. The less said, the more I understood. 

"She's Blighted too?" I asked but I already knew the answer. Doesn't take a psychic to read between the lines. Just some eyes, ears, and a little bit of context.

Adalia nodded her head.

"You found her?" 

Another nod.

"So that's where you ran off to then," I said, funneling out a sigh of realization. "You went to go see her."

"I can always sense her… so I looked… found her… the top floor… building…" Adalia hung her head. "Couldn't…. wake her…"

Never have I ever heard a sentence that was spoken so indifferently and yet at the same time also brimming with so much sadness.

Sympathy for the vampire. We come a long way.

"Why didn't you tell anyone?" I asked.

"I… didn't think to…" Another quivering breath. "I never had… to… before... I'm sorry..." 

Mmm. That's going to need some rectifying sometime in the future, for now though, we still had many elephants in the room that needed addressing.

"Won't drink my blood - hadn't yet explained why," I said, taking a much-needed sit-down at the foot of the stairs.

"The Black Blight… the call of the Void… it only comes to you the moment… you fall… asleep," She explained, wobbling unsteadily in place. "Your blood… makes me… sleepy… I can't risk... because..."

"if you sleep again…" I finished for her, shifting my glance to the figures in slumber. "You'll end up just like them."

"Yes…"

A sigh. I noticed that I keep sighing a lot when I'm feeling helpless. Hopefully, they'll come a time when I stop feeling that way.

"I don't suppose wearing a mask and distancing ourselves will help much, would it?"

Adalia slowly batted her eyes at me. "It's not… a virus…"

I think a virus would have been much easier to contain, honestly…

"Even so, Adalia… we can't just let you go frenzy again, you know?" I said.

I'm starting to sound like Amelia here back in that building - and just like back in that building, Adalia remained as adamant as ever.

"I still have time… before that happens..." Her words spoke one thing, yet the dwindling strength in her voice spoke another. "Trust… trust me…"

"Adalia, I - "

"Please…" The shaky tone in her voice, the desperate shape in which her eyes took, they both had me shutting right the hell up. "My sister… I don't want to sleep… yet… if we fail… if you fail… I won't know that you did… I'll just be… asleep... forever..."

Another sigh. That helpless feeling once more. Fuck - now I have two ticking time bombs to deal with here, and frankly speaking, I didn't know which was worse. 

It seems even in her encumbered state, Adalia could sense the raging war of indecisiveness waging within me, her perception still as keen as ever… 

She spoke again in what I guess is an attempt to clear away the doubts I held for her.

"We can… wake them…" She took a step forward. "The Void's Call works similarly… to a trance… so… it just needs to be… broken… then everyone… my sister… will wake up again..." 

"To do that, we need to cleanse the Blight, don't we?" I narrowed my lips. "You got a Speaker here, but you're short of a Listener and somebody with experience that can teach us. Can't break the trance with the way things are." 

Adalia shook her head. At first, I wasn't sure if that just another attempt to sway me to her tune, but as I continued to listen to her speak, I could feel the internal conflict inside of me gradually die down.

"Not... necessarily…" She said. "it's just a trance… so all that means is that we… overwrite that trance… with… another trance of… our own… now, it won't cleanse… the Blightfall… it will still remain… but everyone… will wake up..." 

I could see it already, understand it already - her train of thought and my own - both of them were now chugging on the same track, arriving together at the same station.

"And that'll actually work?" I asked. "In case you haven't noticed, Adalia. We have girls here, not guys.

"Provided… the trance… is strong enough…" She said. "It still… will work…"

Oh, it'll be strong enough, alright. If she was thinking what I was thinking, then yes… I'm all for it. Wouldn't hurt at all to try.

There was only one individual shared between the both of us that we knew of that would be capable of such a feat - I, personally… can speak for its potency, having been the subject to its, uh… effectiveness many times over.

A walking, talking pheromone bomb. I'm surprised her face hadn't crossed my mind at all up to this point.

Stern raven-black eyes on an even sterner face. Prim and proper, as serious as serious could be… yet with a smell, with the looks that are literally to die for.

"Call… the… Succubus…" Adalia muttered to me.

Didn't even need to say it. Before Adalia could even fill in the pauses in-between her words, I already had my phone whipping out from my pants pocket faster than a texas-boy at high noon.

Snapping the girls out of their endless slumber didn't seem like something that could be resolved by just shoving the equivalent of morning wood up their nostrils. Had the impression that maybe the method to go about it would involve something a little bit more mystical and grand.

But heck - what the hell do I know myself about these things anyway?

If the vampire here says that horniness is gonna work, then damn it, who am I to say otherwise?

Horniness it is.

Flicking to my contacts list, I tapped the call button on the only name there was on the "I' category.
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Nobody was picking up.

Three long excruciating dial tones. Loud ringings that'll always abruptly cease after the third. Each time the sudden silence came I'd hold in a breath, each time I'd feel a balloon filled with trepidation swell up inside of me. Then it'll deflate, and I'll find myself staring once more at the prompt on screen to disconnect.

Please leave your message after the beep.

Three times, man… for three minutes. I sat there on the steps, muttering furiously under my breath for the incessant ringing pressed firmly against my ears to finally stop blaring my eardrums and for the voice of an ever stoic detective to answer my silent cries.

Yet in spite of all my pleas and mutters, as much as I tried to will the reality into whatever I want to be… could continue hoping against hope itself, but the fact of the matter was - 

Irene just wasn't going to pick up.

Just like that, any and all fervor I felt for the plan was sent spiraling far into the planes of non-existence, where it laid still side by side together with confidence and boldness.

May those three rest in pieces peacefully in peace.

Luckily tenacity was still hanging in there, and by good fortune resolve still stood strong. The whole motivation squad hasn't yet to wipe out so I wasn't about to throw in the towel just yet… If we can't get into a call with her, then I suppose it's time for us to give her an actual social call.

Only problem was, we were kinda missing a mode of transportation. I suppose Adalia would be fine on her own, I on other hand would have to go placing one foot over the other all the way to Irene's humble abode.

Plus, I could fret and insist all I want, and I already have… Adalia wasn't budging when it came to seeing this through. Conscious and aware, that's the way she wanted herself to stay just until everybody else snapped out of their slumber.

Then, and only then, would she feed again.

"But when push comes to shove," I said to her as I continued fiddling around with my phone. "You're going to have to feed. You know you can't frenzy."

"We'll resolve this… before that ever… happens…" Adalia assured me.

I wasn't assured though. "But say if we can't fix this before then… you're just going to have to trust me with this myself. You'll have to sleep, understand?"

My eyes peeked over the edge of the phone to a silent, unmoving figure. Just the sight of her alone… there wasn't a more palpable sense of hesitation in the air than just then.

But this wasn't something I was going to budge on either, my decision on the matter was just as firm as hers.

"Adalia…" I called out to her, watching as her head slowly raised to look my way. "You trust me, don't you?"

I distinctly recall the last time I asked a Matriarch to place some of her trust in me. Took a lot of coaxing and convincing, and almost dying, before she would even give me an inch of her trust…

From my impression of that, I just assumed that Matriarchs just weren't the trusting sort.

So glad to see Adalia shatter that impression there - slowly and reluctantly, albeit, yet the nod of her towards me wasn't something you can mistake for any other gesture.

"Yes…" A breath, a shaky breath. "I… trust… you…"

I returned her compliance with the warmest smile I could muster right then before directing my attention back to the issue at hand - Can't contact Irene, so we have to go and see Irene, but how are we going to GET to Irene?

Together, we tried to brainstorm a solution that was perfect for the both of us. A minute of intermission where none of us said anything. 

First one to speak out a suggestion was Adalia. Her grand idea involved taking another bus into town again… completely overlooking the fact that Blight was my Kryptonite. Don't think the buses are operating after that whole fiasco either…

She remained silent after that. Already depleted of any more epiphanies. 

I thought of booking a ride, perhaps… or if worst comes to worst, hail a cab. But there were no cars available on any of the apps I got installed - and also taxis aren't a thing in the outskirts of the city… so yeah… shit outta luck.

Last but not least, there was still the option of going solo. That one only took a second's consideration before being booted off the table completely. Having Adalia go off on her own again was completely and irrefutably a terrible idea, even she herself suggested against it - that's how terrible of an idea it really was.

"This is… troublesome…" Adalia said in a moment of shared frustration. "Whatever could she… be doing… at this moment… in time…?"

"Maybe she's asleep too?" I said, grasping the empty air for explanations. "If she took in a bit of Blight herself, that'll explain it." 

Adalia immediately shook her at that. "Succubi… Demons… they don't… the Blight only affects them upon contact… the Void does not call for them… She's awake… I'm sure..."

Can't be it then. Guess the only we'll know the reason is when we actually get to see it with our own eyes. Till then - a solution to our plight has still yet to present itself before us.

I decided to chance another call to her number, because why not. Only to be greeted once more by the sound of her ringtone and the ever-vexing automated message on the other end of the line.

Y'know for a policewoman, Irene sure sucks at answering calls for aid. The heck am I supposed to do now, call the actual police department and ask for her there? Was she even fit for work yet?

It was with this line of fruitless thinking that I finally came up with an idea. It was like there were distance dots in my head being connected by a single thread of thought woven from random ideas to form an outline of the greatest eureka moment I could possibly have then. 

First, it was just me wondering if Irene had any presence in the cyber realm, an account or two in any part of the internet. From there I was lead back to checking social media websites looking for one thing but ultimately… finding something else.

My one and only follower.

Amanda had recently updated her feed. Still posting, still tweeting… still awake.

Got a car, doesn't she? Knew where I lived, doesn't she? Let's just hope she won't be staring out my window anytime soon…

I swiped open to our chat-box and umm… whoops. There was a little red dot there atop the messages icon. A red dot that indicated unread messages by the dozen. 

Precisely 32 unread messages sent between the course of yesterday evening all the way up till midnight. I have completely forgotten that I promised her a chat back at the bus - forget my parents, I'm a chip off the old block. I'm as much of a ghost as they were.

But hey, considering my circumstances… I plead not guilty, alright? It ain't my fault she was sending me texts of sad faces and gifs of cats looking glum… it was completely out of my control, okay?

Scrolling down, as the 32 unreads whittled down to a 20 and then to a measly 10, the messages sent went from being mildly let-down by my absence to growing an enormous concern over my well-being… there were a few missed voice calls strewn between the lines as well, all culminating up to her last and final message for me thus far.
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"When… again…?"

The first time she asked that question there still was a faint trace of orange tinting the dimming skies. Second time she inquired, that orange had already been inked over by a deep hue of black, so much so that it took a moment for me to find her whereabouts in the darkness.

Third time… I found myself scrounging about the front gardens, flashing my phone screen to my whispering questionnaire laying still among the swaying flowers.

"Give her another five minutes," I told her, twirling the phone back in my direction.

Got a brief look at the time before I flickered the phone back off on standby. 8:10 in the evening.

The last thing Amanda messaged back to me was at 6:30, declaring her intent with only three words.
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The city center was completely off-limits. No way in, no way out. You got police cars deterring away would-be onlookers on the main roads, hazmat-wearing fellas stomping about in the blackened gloop, miles and miles of yellow tape scattered throughout the place - the whole nine yards. 

Online, you were just a tap away from the latest juicy leaks that'd continuously be updated from residents trapped within the ground zero. Poor them.

From where we stood now on current events, it seems that a lockdown on the entire city was imminent. Any moment, perhaps even starting in the early dawn of tomorrow, nobody would be able to leave until the red stuff that fell from the sky is a verifiable threat to the state's safety. 

For now though, tonight, they were just beginning to rally. Army trucks carrying army men, we passed at least three of them on the freeway, all delving deeper into the heart of the city.

As fate would have it, we were sent twisting and turning towards the completely opposite direction. 

Irene, apparently, was not situated in town. If I was living in the outskirts of the city, then Irene was basically hovering in the outskirts of the outskirts - the view from the passenger window was less on buildings now and more on grassy plains, with the occasional gas station scattered few and far between.

"Sure you're still picking up on her, Adalia?" I asked as the distance from the town and we continue to stretch ever thinner and longer.

"Stronger… now…" She affirmed. 

"Uhh, sorry but… there's a roadblock ahead," Amanda slowed our momentum to a snail's pace. "We go any further, we'll be leaving town… a few friends already tried, mmm it's a no-go."

"We won't… be…" Adalia whispered, brimming with absolute certainty. "We turn left… shortly…"

"Left?" Amanda almost whirled around to face the vampire, but luckily managed to stop herself at the last second. "Erm, but isn't left… just… you know… it just doesn't seem like a place that someone of her profession would be seen hanging around, right? Unless, um, is she undercover?"

The mask muffled her voice, but it did a poor job at stifling the growing concern in her inflection.

Clueless me shifted my inquiring eyes from Ms. Driver to Ms. Matriarch but none seemed eager to actually elaborate on what was just implied. Freaking… why do I always get stuck asking the obvious questions that seemed always to be general knowledge to everybody else?

"Why? What's there on the left?"

Amanda funneled out a long winding sigh, reluctantly winding the wheel to the next left turn that was available. 

"Erm - how do I say this - ah, you know how every city always has the bad parts to it, something like, uh... a bad neighborhood?" 

"So we're heading to a bad neighborhood."

"Mmm, not exactly… per se," Her eyes became painful squints forward, her hesitance conveyed loud and clear. "I wouldn't call it bad, it's worst. It's the worst neighborhood. Mmm, see! Look there! No one's on the road, no one comes here… aww, I don't wanna get jacked."

"We need… the succubus…" Adalia huddled herself closer, her words almost grazing the back of my neck. "She's… here…"

Eyes firmly forward, Amanda continued to drive on. Swallowing fear and timidity in one audible gulp. 

"Can… can you tell her to," She took another sharp inhale. "Ada- Adalia, you are kind of… please… you're too close…"

Both Adalia and I turned in her direction, and there, lying limp in the corner of her peripheral sight were five jagged fingernails clutching the edge of the driver seat.

The vampire, without a word, retracted her claws, and crept herself back into a lonely cramped corner of the backseat. 

"But I… won't hurt… you…" Adalia muttered, her words spoken with a tinge of sadness. "I… pinky promised…"

"Driving…" was all Amanda had to say back, leaning in closer to the dashboard and fastening in more tightly to her wooly coat.

Gotta admit, even I felt a little bad seeing Adalia look so dejected over it. But this was an issue for some other time. For now… we got more pressing matters to deal with.

Like the many dilapidated rundown houses that suddenly and gradually came into a view on either side of us. Each one being more ominous and foreboding than the last. 

Yeah, this was more than just a bad neighborhood alright. Now I was starting to empathize with Amanda's initial apprehension alright.. don't think I've ever seen a place that was more god-forsaken than this.

You got shifty-looking denizens leering an almost constant suspicious gaze at us as we rumbled on by them… at times we even had to steer clear of the innumerable pieces of shattered glass that littered the pothole-ridden street.

The sidewalks had enough rubbish strewn across the concrete to put even the largest landfills to shame, and everyone, everywhere seemed to wanna be the modern-day Da Vinci with all the graffiti artwork plastered across the place,

Every turn wheeled us deeper into the heart of darkness, the roads becoming much grimier, the atmosphere much darker… it was as if this particular part of the city itself had been left abandon by the eyes of society. Now it was just a place where the depraved and desperate lurked.

So why in the name of all that is pure and holy was Irene doing walking these begotten streets? I doubt even the Devil himself would risk even a few seconds breathing in the stench of the musty air here.

Why? Why? Why?

Could have kept asking the same question for forever and ever, over and over, but I didn't have to actually. The next whirl 'round the corner had my question bashing face-first into the answer like a brick wall. Literally.

"She's… here!" a hurried whisper from Adalia who was once more breathing down our necks had caused Amanda to immediately slam down the brake pedal with all her might, sending the car screeching to an abrupt halt at the side of the road and almost snapping my neck in two from good ol' fashioned inertia.

"Okay!" yelped a flustered Amanda, shifting the gear into idle mode and tearing her mask away to take in some much-needed air. "We're here! Alright! Don't do that again…"

Adalia poked her head out between our seats, her pure undivided directed towards a rather shabby looking building with a shabby looking sign, and honestly, if it wasn't for that sign, with letters faded and paint crusted, I couldn't have possibly guessed at all what the building even was used for.

The three of us stared in silence, together in a shared moment of surprise over what we just stumbled upon. It was Amanda that was first to break the silence, lips in a frown, and brows raised under the fringes of her hair.

"Hotel Paradise," Amanda read, blinking back her disbelief. "Umm, little confused, which part of this is supposed to be paradise?"

"Probably sick of me asking, but you sure you got the right trail, Adalia?" I said, turning to the vampire with her misty eyes staring away in mild intrigue. "Sure there isn't some other succubus out there somewhere wandering around that you might have accidentally picked up on instead?"

"It's her…" slowly, creepily, adalia-ly, she turned her head towards me, "Fifth floor...."

Dubious though I was still, I knew I couldn't doubt her canine-like senses for long, we've traveled this far after all, what's the point of garnering distrust now? It'd be better to just have a look-see with my own eyes and find the truth out myself.

"Kay," I muttered, unfastening my seatbelt, and uncoupling the passenger-side lock. "Stay in the car, be back in a jiffy."

Before I could even push open the door, already there were some questions being raised by the perturbed chauffeur herself, grabbing hold at the ends of my shirt sleeve.

"Stay in the car?" She asked, letting go and giving me the most peculiar glance sideways.

I'm not sure what she's even asking, regardless though, I thought maybe a bit of rephrasing was what she was after for here.

"Yes, stay in the car," I repeated, shifting my gaze from left to right. "That means you two, together - stay."

"Are you - !" 

Amanda's lips hung loose, flapping, sputtering, but only a strangled whisper ever emerged after that. While Adalia, on the other hand, was a bit more well-off with her words.

"Can't… I come… with you…?" 

Adalia knew and so did Amanda. Leaving those two together alone in a cramped space was a recipe for disaster, given their… uhh, colorful history with one another.

But in the long run, it was the wisest choice. If all three of us head up to the building, we're gonna be coming down to a missing car, and if I took Adalia with me, Amanda would be all by her lonesome in such a perilous place with no way to defend herself. On the other hand, if Amanda came with, no one would be there to monitor Adalia in case she has another one of her… episodes.

So really, me heading solo was the only and the best approach we have here.

After explaining my reasoning to the both of them, Adalia shuffled back to her corner in an act of quiet compliance, while Amanda, after a few moments worth of very deep soul-searching and contemplation, begrudgingly nodded her head, finally coming around to the same conclusion as I.

She had to be alone with the vampire.

She didn't have to like it, she just had to accept it - and accept it she did, the brave girl she was.

"Just please don't take too long, okay?" She pleaded as I took my first steps out of the car.

"I'll try," I said, smiling reassuringly in return. "Just try to play nice in the meantime."

As I closed shut the door, I heard the faint click of the lock settling firmly in place, which I then took as my cue to face the complete and utter desolation that awaited me inside the building that fronted me.

One step, two steps, up the rickety steps, brought me to a decaying set of wooden doors that swung open with the most ominous creak.

Couldn't see a thing, from the outside looking in, it was a pretty foreboding scene, pure darkness as far as the eye could see save for the dim glow of moonlight shedding light to the entranceway, revealing only some dusted wooden floorboards leading deeper inwards.

Call this a hotel? Seemed more like a haunted house to me.

Irene, oh, Irene… just what are you up to in here?

Don't suppose I'll get an answer just dawdling by the doorway, so with a deep breath, and with the distinct image of two slumbering figures permanently in mind, I swung the double doors to its widest and decided to see just how accommodating this hotel's customer service really was.

I expect a 10/10.
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The feeble flickering of a fluorescent lamp. Red flag number one. A thick visible white miasma came with every flicker - a miasma that enveloped the empty space, a miasma that smelled horribly like cigarettes. Red flag number two.

And then was the number three…

"Why, good evening. Staying for the night, are you dearie?" 

A jubilant wheezy whisper that resounded from just mere meters away, as I cautiously threaded across creaking planks and moth-eaten carpets, I came face to face with a wide toothy grin belonging to a shriveled, sullen-looking old woman sitting behind an ash glazed desk, with enough cigarette butts and ashtrays littered about to make a literal desert of ash.

She had a name-tag over a stained uniform, got her frazzled strains of white hair tied up semi-proper in a bun, and her wrinkly sagging expression was somewhat… I guess… in a way… hospitable? 

So, putting two and two together, I figured I must have wandered into the lobby, and here I was edging closer to the check-in counter, not knowing at all what the hell was I getting myself into.

Fuck it, came this far… can't stop now. I pulled down my mask.

"Evening, uh…" I did a double-take at the badge pinned to her breast pocket. "Ms. Carol."

"It's just Carol to you, sweetheart."

She gave me a wink that was more than enough to send my blood-curdling in both revulsion and horror, with a coy smirk that made me briefly wish I didn't have eyes for a moment. Seriously I can already picture the therapy bills that'll be coming out from this encounter. 

"Okay, uh, Carol," I said, straining to return a smile of my own. "Listen I'm looking for a friend. Probably checked in some time ago… goes by Irene, think she might be staying somewhere around the fifth floor. Heard of her?"

"Irene, Irene," croaked her raspy voice, opening a dusty ledger, while putting on her strap-on glasses that hung loosely around her neck, squinting, muttering, she browsed through the book with a harsh squint.

A little while later of just idling by with the dust bunnies and thick cobwebs, and all I had to show for it in return, was a resounding snap of the ledger clasping shut and an exaggerated frown shaping old brittle lips.

"Sorry dearie," She said through a pair of puppy-dog eyes. "No Irenes here. We don't get much coming this way anyway. I would have known. But hey, don't leave just yet - we got an offer of a room 50% off. Tempted?"

"Not here for a leisure stay," I responded, scrounging my head for any ideas. "Maybe an alias, maybe if I described her, um… black hair tied in a bun, brown eyes that kinda looks a bit intimidating… she has a slender figure too, bout my height… kinda pretty looking as well, I guess."

She listened intently to the description I've listed before breaking out into a fit short wheezing laughter that sounded like the dying wails of something much more sinister.

"You seem like a smart kid, dearie," She said, a cheekiness to her words. "Let me ask you, do you really think someone like that would be lounging around in a place like this? Honestly…"

Read my mind like it was an open dusty book. 

"Yeah, I know right?" I said before thinning my lips a little bashfully. "Ah... no offense, by the way."

Another extra-sweet smile my way. "None taken."

So what now? The vampire in the backseat says one thing, old lady over here is saying another. Two claims in a conflict and I was wedged in the middle of it all.

Still, it didn't seem dear ol' Carol over here wasn't the type to be making up lies, on the other hand, Adalia wasn't the disingenuous sort either.

I believe she didn't see Irene at all, but I also believe that Adalia did in fact had sensed her.

Maybe the truth of the matter was just a little bit of both. Heck, the last time I saw Irene… I didn't recognize her at all either, did I? Probably was the same story here as well.

Wouldn't hurt to try.

I closed my eyes briefly, digging through thought, trying to perceive an image of her from our last personal encounter. When and where was it, exactly?

Oh yeah, grocery shopping - image acquired.

"How about a hooded person, with a mask and some dark sunglasses, wearing a bulky coat… some baggy jeans, and I'm guessing not the talkative type as well. You seen that individual lounging about around here?"

Could have high-fived the freaking air after seeing Carol form another toothy smile following that bizarre description. I take back what I said, she actually had a pretty good smile.

"Ah, now you're speaking sense," She said to me. "I know that one. She's been here for over a week now. Not an Irene, actually, that room there is occupied by a Ms. Ruria. Ruria Salnor."

"Ruria Salnor…" I muttered back, frowning. "Weird alias."

"Maybe not even an alias at all," Carol remarked, stretching a feeble hand to the flight of stairs on the left. "I have a feeling you two might have some things to deal with together. Don't know her at all, but she's a peculiar one. After she came around, all the guests I have cooped up on her floor usually check out looking like a million bucks for some reason, and I haven't the faintest idea why."

I think I do. But I think it'd be best if I just kept mum about what I know.

"Room 502," Carol waved her fingers as I began my ascent up another set of rickety steps. "Have fun. But not too much fun, hmm?"

The last thing I saw of her before I hauled myself up to the floor above was an even more mischievous smile… red flag number four.

Every new floor that I ascended had a similar layout to the one preceding it, to the point where I had to mentally count my steps to prevent myself from confusing one floor for another. It certainly didn't help either that there weren't any signs to keep track of where I'm at.

But as it turns… keeping count? Yeah, didn't need to. Really, really didn't need to. See the first four floors had narrow hallways that had this ambiance in the air that was deader than any cemetery. Could hear my heart beating in my chest just from how quiet it was.

The fifth floor on the other hand… I could physically feel my ears trying to fold and shrivel up into themselves having to hear such, um… noises... with intensity… such passion… such intense passionate… rigorous activities that I rather not mention.

Let's just say though that if the walls could speak… you'd rather not hear what they had to say. Besides, the walls here were thin enough anyway that they didn't really leave much to the imagination.

Having to traverse through the hustle and bustles, the moans and groans that echoed loudly throughout the halls, my imagination was ever the vivid illustrator, alright. 

I'm glad there's so much love to be shared. God knows we need some in these trying times. But why now?

It's fine. Just think of Ria and Ash… Ria and Ash… yeah, Ria and Ash… hmm. No - don't fucking think of them that way! Goddamn it, brain. You're as depraved as the rest of 'em. For shame, for shame! When all is said and done, you're getting lobotomized. There are lives at stake here, focus!

506… 505… 504… 503… 

Room 502 was strangely the only outlier in this hallway of outliers, it wasn't a source of any perverse sounding sounds like all the others were. In fact, I'd wager to say there wasn't a single noise emitting from the flimsy wooden door in front of me.

Was there even anybody in?

"Irene?" 

Nothing. Three raps on wood. Still nothing.

Got an idea.

"Ruria?"

Didn't expect anything from it, wasn't exactly holding my breath for something to happen. Got so few expectations, that I was already halfway turning right around back to see if I could ask Carol for a spare key.

Then the handle sounded a clack, and the rusted hinges swung rigidly with a squeak.

Door was open, wide open, and so were my eyes, open, wide open.

"I… rene?"

The next few seconds were lost in a whirling blur to me. A disorientating sensation of blindness of sight, sound, and smell.

One moment I was out, and suddenly in the next, I was inside - feeling many, many things. 

The burning sensation around the skin of my nape, chafed roughly by my shirt collar as it was violently seized by a firm grip, hauling me inwards faster than I could even register.

Then there was a softness, a warmness, a body up against mine, the feelings of hands gliding across every inch of my body, my face, so gentle and yet so feral. 

All it took was a whiff, a single inhale, before a familiar overpowering aroma drove my senses into overdrive. Suddenly I was able to understand it, the ferociousness, the intensity, the animal-like tendencies that have overtaken the entire floor - and so much, I wanted so much right then, to take part in it as one of them.

I was one of them. 

I pushed back. Gripped back. Soft moans, heavy breaths.

My hands gliding, my hands searching - I couldn't resist, I didn't want to resist, I wanted it to never end.

I was euphoric, ecstatic… I was…

I felt the softness of lips violently pressed against mine. Pushing, probing, urging me to return in kind.

A kiss. 

Red flag number five.

I tore myself away, stumbling, wobbling, bashing my head to a wall, heaving heavily.

Resist… I have to resist this. Think of them… think of them!

"You didn't kiss me back." Her voice, a hint of betrayal, once so stoic and composed, was now drowned in a tone of unbridled lust. "Why didn't you kiss me back?"

She batted her eyes, those piercing hazel eyes of hers, twirling a single strand of her frazzled raven-black hair.

"Let's try again."

The wide smile on her face exuded so much want, so much desire… looking at her, just looking at her - exposing so much skin, human skin, her pheromones free to do what they were designed to do all along.

"I knew you'd come. I waited. I waited so long." She dragged her feet limply across the carpet as she clumsily waltzes herself closer towards me. "What took you so long? Days and days… I couldn't wait for you any longer."

Fuck. Fuck. She was one step away from becoming a bonafide exhibitionist, all that prevented that was some denim shorts and a lacy bra doing their absolute best keeping her modesty intact. Any less than that, and she'd be full-on irresistible for mere human eyes to behold.

Nearly, very nearly, she could have gotten me under her spell too. I think my previous interactions with her built up a little immunity to her alluring effects… still, I can barely keep myself under, let alone even look at her, right now I was holding my breath for so long, my lungs were threatening to implode on me.

"Irene," I muttered, slipping the mask back onto my face, "What happened to you, why are you suddenly like this?"

"Nothing happened to me!" She grinned, twirling around in place with her arms raised. "I'm doing what I'm supposed to be doing! Why are you asking me this? I thought we were going to have fun?"

"What? What? What are you supposed to be doing? What are you doing here even?"

I chanced a small glance back in her direction and in that little small peek, I saw a mischievous smile staring right back at me… and it wasn't just a smile either, she took a hunch, got into a stance, and before I could even blink, she was leaping into my arms, sending both of us crashing to the floor in a resounding, messy thud.

When I next open my eyes, Irene was towering from above, sitting right on top of me, her face inches from mine, her gaze back into my own, and her breath… panting heavily, madly, her sensual lips slightly agape as they slowly shaped out an answer.

"I'm detoxing."
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"Irene, get off of me please."

Feeble words, feeble strength. How was she ever going to take me seriously?

"I don't think so," She whispered with words coated so sickeningly sweet. "I really don't think so."

Her hips, so provocative in its dainty sways from left to right, enticing, inviting… wanting for your eyes to wander, to behold, to crave and yearn…

I felt the weight of her hand, the warmth of it, rolling my shirt upwards into folds. Another warmth, another hand, gently gliding across my bare chest. 

There it was again, a dangerous wanting glint in her eyes, the hue of dark brown becoming an enthralling shimmer of crimson red. I tried to look away, turn my gaze elsewhere, but all it took was a single slender finger caressing my cheek to tilt my stare back into those velvet eyes of hers.

She tore my mask from my face with one swift swipe, flinging across the room, chuckling softly as she did, before setting her lusting sights back onto me, licking her lips, and giving it a damp shimmer.

I am so literally fucked right now. 

"Hey… do you prefer the view from above or from below?" She asked, her reddened lips barely grazing the surface of my own. "I've never really asked you before, haven't I? I really should have. I've always wanted to know your preference."

"You're not you, Irene," I muttered, puckering my lips inwards. 

"On the contrary…" She leaned over and blew a breath in my ear, sending jittery tingles running down my spine. "I've never felt more like me in my whole life before than I am now. Why don't you just enjoy it? This is your Irene in all her glory."

"Irene…"

"Why don't you just enjoy me?"

"We can't…"

"Shh, don't play prude, Mr. Goody two-shoes. Of course we can… after all, we're already right here, aren't we? We kissed once… what's the harm with another?"

She planted a small peck at the tip of my nose. "Following that train of thought, what's the harm if we go even further than another?"

"No."

A giggle.

"I like you stubborn."

A little downwards, the trail of warm breath stopped short at my neck, I felt her lips, felt her suckle… the slight moans that'll escape her, the ones that'll escape mine, it was overcoming me to the point of immobility. 

I couldn't move my body no matter how much I wanted to - it didn't want to… or maybe I didn't want to.

Resist, you gotta resist… you've done this before, you've been through this before, this time was like any other time, barely a difference in circumstance. Just pull away, pull away!

I pried, I struggled, I yelled.

"Irene!" 

"What?!" She snapped her head back instantly, her brows immediately in a furrow. "Why are you shouting at me? What did I do wrong? You don't like me nuzzling you? Well, how do I know anything if you won't tell me!"

"I don't like you doing anything to me, thank you!" I said, taking her sudden annoyance with me as a chance to heave myself away from under her. "Least not with the way you're being right now."

"I don't know what that means!" She yelled back, flailing her arms about like rustled feathers. "I don't understand, what am I doing wrong? Why aren't you liking me? Why aren't you wanting me?"

It all felt like a dream. A very hot and spicy dream. The only thing that was keeping me rooted in the belief of true reality was the crystal-clear image of the sleeping beauties back at home, Adalia and Amanda too…

Wasn't going to let them down. Not now, not ever. My raging hormones can scream and it can cry, my libido can have its way clawing and tearing all it wanted, doing its best to spring free from my pants with the promise of a sensation like nothing else… 

Alas, the joy I'd garner from it would only be temporary, while their sleep would be eternal.

Took a deep breath, and continued to resist.

I left Irene as a bumbling, mumbling jumble of incomprehensible mutterings, as I took a moment to collect my bearings, swiping my shirt back down while standing up back with some struggle, surveying the rest of the interior with very flabbergasted eyes.

Carol mentioned that Irene had been staying for a little over a week now, but judging from the state of the room itself… it seemed to suggest that she's been here for a lot longer.

That or Irene simply liked living in a pigsty.

Heaps and mounds of instant-noodle cups littered almost every inch of the place, and those rare few spots without them were instead occupied by empty perfume bottles, crumpled clothes, bras, and panties draped over anything and everything - it was like a goddamn whirlwind took hospice for few nights and then left without ever bothering to clear up.

That's without even mentioning the windows, and the vents, they all had sheets and blinds chucked into them, leaving the queen-size mattress almost as bare and naked as Irene was.

"You're a pig," I said to her, giving my hair a rough ruffling with trembling fingers. "What the heck happened to you?!"

"I still don't know what that means!" She said in genuine confusion, her knees still sprawled onto the floor. "Tell me the truth, I don't get it, do you not like me?"

I met her eyes and saw that glow of scarlet had dissipated, replaced instead by a sincere worry brimming inside her hazel browns. Was she really putting me on the spot here?

"Well, yes, yeah, I like you," I said, feeling my lips narrowing as I continued to speak. "As a friend…"

"What, what the…" Irene immediately sprang up to her feet, her face an expressive mixture of shock and betrayal. "What - what's wrong with you? Why would you say that?!"

"Wha - well, we can be more! Yeah, we can be more!" I suggested, trailing closely by her as she stomped about in utter disbelief around her room. "Look! Maybe! I'm not saying it's off the table! Anything can happen, you know?"

"So let's make it happen!" She spun around, gripping my palms tightly with both hands. "Come on, two of us, here, alone, man and woman, I'm sure we can work something out. I hear the bed over there is a good place to nurture new ideas if you catch my meaning."

"Irene, no…"

"How is it that you're denying me?!" She wailed, raising her hands to the air as if expecting the stained ceiling to relinquish her inquiry with an answer. "You're a virgin. You're easy pickings. You're supposed to be like taking candy from a baby!"

It was my turn to look affronted. "Excuse you. As I recall, you're a virgin too, aren't you?"

"Win-win, then!" She said, pulling my arms again to where the bed was situated. "Let's go ahead and rectify that for each other with an erection!"

"There's nothing here that needs erecting."

 "Come on already, Hero!" She yelled, clutching my shirt with rigid fingers. "You better unsheathe that greatsword of yours right now and start swinging or I swear to the Divines - !"

"You swear what?"

"I don't know yet! But…" She took a step back, her head vigorously shaking back and forth. "Look… don't you… don't you want me? Am I not attractive to you?"

"Irene, what are you on about?" I said, shaking her to her senses. "You're a succubus, everyone is attracted to you!" 

"Yeah, but I don't do this for just anyone, you know!" She said, "Do you know what I did to the people who knocked on that door that wasn't you?"

"You had visitors other than me?"

"Mmm-hmm, lots and lots!" She said, giving me a glare as if expecting me to try and refute her. "And every single one got a door to the face the very second they tried to talk me up."

"And if they had the balls to come knocking around a second time…" Irene folded her arms, smirking at me with a half-grin. "Well, let's just say they're now having a difficult time going number one after that."

That's not really a graphic image I wanted to see in my head, but okay then. Thanks for the phantom pain in my loins, I guess.

"So what's your point?" I asked, veering my eyes away from the little minute adjustments she was making to try and accentuate to me her finest 'assets'. "What're you trying to say?"

Clearly, she didn't appreciate the notion that I would rather stare blankly at a wall than appreciate her little show at enticement, otherwise, she wouldn't be looking so sulky in my peripheral view.

"Can you please look into my eyes when I'm talking to you?" 

I scoffed. "Which? The one down there you're practically shoving in my face, or the one up there? Which do you really want me to stare at here?"

"Both preferably," She said, "Come on, I remember you looking at them when I first met you!"

"My eyes wandered," I admitted. Hey, it's hard to control your inhibitions when you're half asleep, alright?

"Then let them wander away again, I promise I won't disappoint. They look much better without the uniform in the way anyway."

"Yeah, I don't doubt it," I muttered under my breath, rolling my eyes. "Just - please… why are you acting like this? Why to me?

"Why I'm acting… why to you?! I - " Irene plopped herself at the end of the bed, her gaze a disbelieving one. "Mr. Dense… I like you. I want you. I want to be with you."

"Irene, focus..." 

"No, you focus!" She snapped, her tone growing harsher. "Focus on me."

"Irene…"

"Don't 'Irene' me, I hate that stupid name." 

"We don't have time for this."

"You're right," She said, quieter, more somber this time. "We don't. So decide already, dummy. Do you want me or not?"
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Want.

What a broad verb it was. Very generalizing, very direct, oftentimes even… a little dishonest. See, when I was younger, I used that word for a lot of things. On some days, I'd even get -

"Don't stop to contemplate on it!" Irene rudely interjected, snapping her fingers right between my eyes. "It's a yes or no question, and you got a 50/50 chance of answering it poorly. It's a very easy 50/50 as well, so not even you can screw this up, I'm sure."

"Irene," I began, forming a very painful grimace. "Listen… you're beautiful, okay? I can't even deny that fact if I try, I'm like instinctively obligated to drool all over you."

She raised her head, leering a pair of narrow eyes at me suspiciously. "Go on…"

"And any guy would be lucky to have you. Heck, I'd be lucky to have you."

"Mmm-hmm."

"But..."

"But?"

"That's not a question I'm willing to answer just yet, because you're not you right now, and I - "

"LALALALA I CAN'T HEAR YOU! YOU DIDN'T SAY YES. I CAN'T HEAR YOU."

She was rocking her head, hands to her ears, wailing away like a candy-less kid walking out a candystore. 

Okay, now I was losing my patience.

"Irene, the city's in danger!"

"My evening's in danger!" She sniped back, fuming, hands on her hips. "What's this now, hm? Is this what you've been thinking about? I'm right here! Me! Why aren't you thinking about me?!"

"I was!" I said. "I am. That's why I'm here! I need your help."

"Help?"

Irene got up to her feet again, arms folded, tapping a brazenly vexed foot against the floorboards, unnervingly quiet for some unknown reason I couldn't quite fathom what.

"Yes, your help! There's Blight, Irene. The city's covered, Ash and Ria are stuck in some hocus-pocus coma and I need you to - "

"Hush!"

She hushed me and fell silent again. I think she was thinking.

Her eyes on mine, blinking, swiftly from a grumpy glare to a normal stare - I did not like the way her annoyance just suddenly vanish in an instant there, and she… oh, and I especially did not like the way she was smirking at me again.

"Ahh..." The first sound I heard from her in a while and already I was wishing she hadn't opened her mouth. "So you need MY help."

"Mmm… yeah, I do."

"Ahh…" She said again, enunciating deeply, enunciating profoundly. "You. Need. My. Help."

Bad vibes, so many bad vibes. 

"Irene," I pursed my lips, "real quick, you're going to try to twist my words right around on me, aren't you?" 

The once sulking, scowling, succubus now returned a mischievous twinkle in her eyes afresh, baring a devilish smirk that seems to grow only wider. Reinvigorated by God knows what, Irene slowly began to approach me again.

"Yeah, you're twisting, alright," I muttered, stepping back once, suddenly finding it difficult to swallow. 

"Twist?" Her voice, a sultry melody salaciously weaving through the already suffocating atmosphere.

Temptations, very tempting temptation, popped into mind, watching her steadily slither towards me. It was hypnotic, mesmerizing, each step, each sway, who knew a simple walk-cycle could be so… so… obscene?

Resist. Resist. Deep breath. Deep -

Couldn't breathe.

Irene slowly reached, an oppressive stare affixed, both her arms hovering slightly past my shoulders, forming a small ring comprising of only I and her - leaving only a meager gap of space in-between her eyes and mine.

"Whatever is there to twist?" She said, her voice, her lips, smooth as silk. "You said it yourself already. The words came right out of your mouth. You need me."

I searched her expression, delve into the luster in her eyes, and found it brimming with nothing but desire. The warmth of her body pressing lightly against my own.

"Why don't you take me seriously for once," I tried to say, but I don't think it came out the way I wanted nor intended. Submissive instead of unyielding.

Probably mishandled a few syllables too, stuttered a word here or there, nevertheless, she could sense my intentions loud and clear… her beguiling words, the shape of her voice, still very much so tender.

"But I am. Trust me, I am. You gave me an idea. We'll take a page right out of your book, hm? You like to bargain, don't you?"

I went back to being putty in her hands once again.

"Bargain?"

She leaned even further in, her lips brushing into mine, "Mmm-hmm, we'll compromise, you do what I want and I'll do what you want. What's the phrase - you scratch my back, I'll caress yours." 

Tried to pinch my thighs, bite my tongue, anything to keep myself front being smothered in her scent, because the moment I put my itchy arms around her again, I knew it'd be game over for me.

I kept them down, kept them quivering in place at either side of me, and mustered back a stern stare to her enthralling gaze.

"You want to start brokering deals here when there are actual lives at stake? "

Again, tried my best to be firm, urgent, but all I could get out of her was another amused chuckle.

"Well, as far as I'm concerned here, yours isn't… and right now, right here, you're all I care about."

She had a way with words, alright. Don't think there was anything I could possibly say at the moment to convince her otherwise. Besides, I could only endure her for so long - this was a battle I was never going to win.

Best I could do for myself right then was as exactly as she suggested.

Compromise.

"Fine," I said, relenting. "What do you want?"

"Come on, come on, you and I are both fully aware of what I want here, and I'm just a single piece of fabric away from getting it." 

It took me a moment for the jammed up gears in my head to grind that innuendo down to its bare surface - and my, oh my, was that surface audacious alright.

"You mean to say you're not wearing any under- "

"Oh!" She interjected, drawing her head back so coy. " Well, well, wouldn't you like to find out? Lucky for you, I'm all for kissing and telling too." 

"Even still, Irene, this isn't really the best time for - "

"Shh, shh…" Her finger to my lips. "Forget everything, set everything aside, just for now, answer me this first - If I say I want you to take me now, that I want you to hold me, kiss me, embrace me, ravage me, love me… love me with everything you have. if I said all those things, what would say to me back?"

I realized there wasn't any squirming out of this one, Irene's has gotten me bound in a headlock here - literally. No dodging, no excusing, no places to hide away from the stare that seems to pierce through me. 

Her scent still lingered, its influence still very much trying to sway my mind to its tune, but it wasn't the perpetrator that spurred me to give my answer.

I was the one that gave my answer.

"No, I'll tell you no," I said to her, my hands steady, gripping hers, lowering them back to her side. "At least, not to the you right now."

I looked back at her, expecting to see disappointment, disheartenment, bitterness, and anger brimming her pupils full.

But as it turns out, apparently a little tinge of melodrama was not of the slightest interest to the Succubus with her lips in a full pout. She stepped back, gave a little sigh, and shook her head.

"Well, well, aren't you just a cruel tease, then? Kiss me once, held me once, only to then leave me hanging." Before I could comprehend her reaction, she was already smiling again. "You just rejected a Succubus. If I didn't know any better, I'd assume you're more on the Incubus side of things."

"I, uh… um…" I tried to brute force my way out of confusion with rapid blinks. Didn't work out too well. "Thanks?"

"That's the deal by the way," She explained. "I want you to do all those things to me, and more. But I realized you're more of the slow-burner type, aren't you? You're more love than lust. No wonder you're so resilient to my, uhh… advances."

Again, all I could do was blink my way slowly to comprehension.

"But I'll tell you what!" She said, poking a haughty finger at my chest. "Two can play at that game too, and I'll be in it to win it. So if I can't have you now, then I'll just have you later. Doesn't matter to me how later it'll be, because at the end of this fairy tale, I know that you'll be mine… and I'll be yours." 

So she wasn't going to give up on me just yet, huh? I'd say I'm flattered, but I rather not have her getting any ideas. Don't want to get jumped again.

"So, if you still 'need me', then I'm right here for you," She titled her head, the look in her eyes so soft with endearment. "All I ask is that next time - when there is a later time, a better time - you better give me exactly what I want. Do we have a deal?" 

Irene sprung her hand out towards me, her expression urging me to do much of the same, but instead of having us shake hands all said and done, she instead dug her fingers into her palm and raised out a little pinky.

I stopped halfway and glanced back up at her. "That's a pinky promise."

"Yes, it is," she said matter-of-factly. "Deal?"

"That's not a - "

"Deal?"

I paused once, blinked twice, and after a brief moment of hesitation, relented to her again for the third time. Our pinkies interlocked and then shortly after uncoupled, and Irene couldn't look happier if she tried. Elated to the point of humming out loud in a euphoric daze.

As for me… I have no idea what I just signed myself up for, I just dearly hope she comes to her senses soon enough.

"Say my name please?"

I rose my eyebrows, briefly in silence, wondering if my ears have heard her right. 

"What?" I asked.

"No, you heard me," She said, a playful stare in a half-glance. "Come on, just say it."

Okay… then?

"Uh, Irene?"

"Nuh-uh~ that ain't it~," She said in a sing-song inflection, swaying her entire self from left to right. "Going once, going twice, and… !" 

"Ru - Ruria?"

Irene stopped at once, her smile so dazzlingly bright.

"Again."

"Ruria."

"One more time."

"Ruria."

That smile crept closer, Irene crept closer. All of her emotions, all her sentiments, her feelings, I felt them all in the warmth of her hand, fondly caressing the left side of my face.

"I'm going to love you so good."
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Irene was a damn enigma. 

Could do my best, hone my intelligence to the point that it'd overshadowed the greats of our time. Einstein, Newton, Hawking… and then there'll be me standing atop the highest pedestal. All that knowledge… and no doubt Irene would still confound me to no end. 

Wouldn't exactly call myself a devoted connoisseur in the mythos and folklore of old… so if someone were to put a gun to my head and ask me what's the difference between a Griffin and a Hippogriff, you better damn well believe I'd be pulling that trigger myself.

Even then, in spite of my inexperience and obvious ignorance of things that I should really be dedicating some time into - I still can somewhat say that I at least knew a thing or two about a thing or two.

For instance, I don't remember reading any mentions in their ethos that Succubi's were the stubbornest lot in the whole entire netherworld. Pretty sure they were supposed to relieve headaches, not be the main cause for them.

Five minutes. A room chock full of clothes left, right, and center. Yet somehow Irene can't seem to find herself a single decent pair of casual wear that'll deem her fit for public viewing. 

Granted I did actually bring this dilemma upon myself. I insisted, after all. She, on the other hand, if I hadn't fucking slam the front door shut just then, she'd be marching herself bold and proud all the way down to the lobby and out into the streets.

"Still don't see why this is necessary," She called out from the other side of the bathroom door. "I'm fine with a simple top but what's wrong with showing off a little skin?"

Maybe it's just me, but I don't really think a police officer should really be strolling in the night wearing only a bra, and some shorts. Otherwise, she might have to fine herself afterward for indecent exposure, and I don't think she'll be able to bribe herself out of it. Not on my watch, at least.

In any case, I don't think she was all there in the head anyway.

"Everything. Everything's wrong with it. You're a walking, talking, rousing viagra pill, and you really wanna show yourself off to everyone so bad?"

"Of course not!" exclaimed the outrage in her muffled voice. "You think I'm vain like that? I thought maybe I could do it for your sake. You and no one else's. Who knows, maybe if I can get you staring at me for long enough, I'll be able to have you a little bit more lenient with your… uhh, reservations towards me."

Still, on about that, ain't she? Oh boy… I lean the back of my head any harder against the doorframe, I'd be falling right through it.

"No, bad plan. Put on some shirt and pants."

"Hmm…" echoed her voice in a strangely jubilant tone. "So you like your girls prim and proper, I assume? It's what you can't see that gets you riling up rather than what you can. It's all in the imagination. Ooo, okay, I can work with that. Gimme a sec… 'sure I got the perfect thing somewhere in this pile."

"Just… just get dressed, Irene," I said, weary words filtered through a sigh.

"Sure thing, my shy little deviant," She said, faintly chuckling. "Whatever it takes to get you going…"

It took a couple more minutes to get me and her back into tip-top shape, mostly her, no clue why she takes so long, but before long, following the sudden click of the door handle, there she finally stepped out of the bathroom, pompously grandiose with her return, and for once, I thought, it was rightfully deserved.

Irene's got her disheveled, frazzled locks tied back proper into a short ponytail, brushing away the loose fringes obscuring her hazel eyes, smiling a smile that looked ever so slightly glazed over with a pinkish shimmer.

For clothes, she had on a formal white office blouse with two buttons left unbuttoned at her… you can probably guess where. Black translucent leggings seamlessly conforming to the curvaceous shape of her slender legs, leading enticingly upwards to a tightly-fitted pencil skirt wrapped around her waist.

Her lingering stare at me awaited, anticipated, gauging the blankness in my expression for my assessment. 

On the surface, there I was just nodding my head. But deep beneath the mask of indifference, my heart was skipping some life-threatening beats just looking at her. 

Don't know how, but somehow she knew my exact preferences right down to the letter. Seriously, for a virgin succubus, she knew just how to entice… I can't keep my guard down for even one second around her, can I?

I pushed far away these wanton thoughts to the backend of my mind as they desperately tried clawing their way back into the forefront, and gave Irene the most casual shoulder shrug I could muster.

"Looking better," I told her.

"Oh, ever the charmer…" She murmured softly, hopping and skipping her way closer to me. "I'm flattered."

We finally departed the hotbox of pheromones that was her room, and walked side by side, her arms around mine, through the still rowdy hallways. Hearing scattered moans and grunts booming through the poor thin walls, combined with the fact that Irene just flat out refuses to pry herself loose from my arm, well… resist… resist…

Just resist.

At the end of the hallway of pleasure, I was still being lambasted with the ever-increasing sounds of focused passion, so I just had to ask…

"This was your doing, wasn't it?"

"Well…" She began, veering her eyes away a little bashfully. "You can't say I didn't try to prevent it. You saw. I clogged every opening I could find with sheets and clothes, I did what I could. I guess I'm just smellier than I thought."

"And you're not even red anymore…" I pointed out. " So why are you even more toxic now than when you were before?"

"Your fault."

"What?"

"Yeah, your fault!" She repeated, booping me once on the nose. "I used a lot of myself back when we were vampire hunting. I used so much to the point that I used too much. Completely out of juice."

There still were four more long flights of stairs to go before this place becomes a distant memory floating in a vast ocean of other distant memories, and Irene wasn't in any particular rush to hasten an end to this alone time we have together.

So, uh, plenty of chances to keep asking questions, I suppose.

"So how do you get back your juice?"

"Already have," She said. "All it takes is a bit of time, rest… and a bunch of my pheromones swaying across the air."

"So grocery shopping the other day, all those noodle cups, snacks… perfume… you were... "

Irene nodded her head. "Self-Quarantine. Like you said, I'm a walking viagra pill. That's why I came here, this rundown little place, I figured there will be fewer people here to come sniffing my way. All those perfume bottles… still couldn't find the one that can dampen the smell, but oh well..." 

"Detoxing, huh?" I said, finally realizing what that meant. "Is that normal?"

"Ah, it's just a thing with us demons. Recharging makes my aphrodisiac effect much, much more potent than it has any right to be. It actually can get really dangerous and volatile at one point, but I'm already past that. Now it's just starting to settle again… but you know, if you were to come just two days earlier… let's just say we'll still be on that bed till the break of dawn."

At this point, I'm hardly even fazed by anything she says anymore, whatever come what may in the allure of her soft whispers, I was just gonna shake my head and take it in stride.

"One more thing," I said. "When you pulled me in there, you said you were waiting for me for so long. The hell was that about?"

"What do you mean?" She said, pursing her lips. "I spent so, so long alone with no one else. Just me and my thoughts. All those men knocking on my door, all these feelings that won't stop pestering me in the night, I nearly went crazy for you."

"Went crazy for -? " I gave a very bemused chuckle. "Irene, we barely even know each other. Since when have you had feelings for me?"

"I always had feelings for you."

My lips were narrowing again. My glances at her riddled in doubt. "No you didn't."

"Yes I did."

"No, you didn't, even if you did, why?" I said, firmer this time, even more confused. "From the start, you were always the… y'know, you're professional, no-nonsense… what happened to that?"

"Well... maybe you're just not a good judge of character is all. No shame in that, I'll still love you all the same."

There we go again with that tender look of hers. That softness, warmness, that came purely from a place of love. A love that I couldn't quite at all fathom.

Then, without thinking, I sniffed the air again, and suddenly had a thought pop into mind.

"Irene…" I said, looking back into those lovey-dovey eyes once more. "Are you succubi capable of getting drunk by your own pheromones?"

Her eyes went wandering again, this time without the coyness that would usually accompany the action.

"In rare... cases…" She said slowly, scrunching up her expression. "Yes… it can happen. Provided said succubus had inhaled more than she can possibly resist. Mmm, then yeah… a loss of inhibitions can be expected from her."

Okay. Okay.

"Okay."

"But don't worry, though!" She piped up in a cheer, burying her face into my arm. "I took the necessary precautions to make sure that wouldn't happen to me. You know me - I'm professional. You can rest assured that I am most definitely not drunk at all. That my love is indeed true and throbbing only for you."

Uh-huh...
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Carol the receptionist had her eyes trailing our every move.

She watched with an inquiring brow as Irene clung herself even tighter to me, curled one corner of chapped lips, seeing the affectionate way Irene rested her head against my arm, and saw the bewilderment in my gaze as she stared at me with a cheeky look of dejection that she was far from feeling. 

Didn't even say anything. She just smiled and bade us farewell with an enthused wiggle of wrinkly fingers. Once we reached the exit and swung the door to the outdoors, I chanced a small fleeting glance back at the ash-glazed desk and found that Carol was still staring, throwing an approving nod my way and two trembling thumbs raised up high.

I can't even be bothered to explain, so you know what, thumbs up to you too, Carol. If you had offered me a service questionnaire slip, you'd be the only 10 out of 10 I'd give.

"You don't have a ride?" I asked, staring out into the deserted desolate streets and suddenly realizing the lack of automobiles anywhere apart from the one rumbling idly by the wayside.

"Nope, I taxi'd myself," Irene replied. "By the time I needed to isolate myself, I already wasn't in the best state to be behind the wheel. The cab driver was nice, he drove me here for free. Think he might have been feeling generous that day."

I gave a snort. "Mm, Don't think it was generosity he was feeling there, but whatever…"

Then the blare of a horn sounded, assailing the peaceful quiet of night. A second blaring, shorter than the first, shifted my gaze to the fogged-up murky glass windshield whirring silently beside the sidewalk, where a pair of eyes were staring right through. 

They were black, they were wide, and they did not look one bit pleased with the sight of me. 

"Oh… Matriarch victim number one," whispered Irene, a suspicion arousing in the corner-look she gave me. "So good buddies now, are we? Close buddies, maybe?"

"Just a friend," I said, guiding us down the rickety steps to the car.

She simply nodded her head, still leering at me. "Just a friend…" 

After catching my attention, Amanda drew her hand away from the wheel, shrinking and clinging to the insides of the wooly coat that enshrouded her entire being, taking up as little room as possible to the point that the driver seat was essentially 90% empty space, and that little cowering splotch of fur to the side was 10% Amanda.

Wasn't exactly keeping track of the time up there, was too busy staving off nefarious temptations, the allure of a very intoxicated succubus was much too great to be diverting much-needed concentration to counting down the hours, so I wasn't exactly sure how long I was actually in the hotel for.

Ten minutes? Twenty?

Swinging open the passenger-side door, Amanda sought immediately to amend my guesses, speaking composed and as level-headed as one can be.

"Thirty-four minutes! Three-four! You said you wouldn't take long!" 

Apparently, as soon as I'm within shouting distance, Amanda was capable of swelling herself back up to her usual size, maybe it's just an involuntary thing that happens when an Amanda feels threatened - I dunno, I don't watch discovery channel, haven't a clue how these girls work yet, but hey I'm slowly getting there.

"I said I'd try not to take too long," I said, craning my neck to level with the outrage brimming in her eyes. "Never said I'd succeed at it." 

Even with a face-mask on, it was easy to tell that Amanda was wearing a very resentful frown, especially with that tone of voice.

"Don't play the technical game with me, that's a long thirty-four minutes doing nothing but jumping at every sound, every howl of a dog - and Adalia doesn't stop staring. What's the reason? What took you so long? It better be a good one otherwise I'm not dropping this the entire way back and… and who is that clinging on to you like that?"

At the acknowledgment of her presence, Irene, bending down alongside me, beamed at the bemused Amanda. "Irene Madison. TAPD." and stretched an arm across the dashboard. "Perhaps you've heard of me?" 

"Um," Amanda looked back at me. "You found the succubus?" 

"Yes he did," Irene chimed in before I could. "So you have heard of me. Mmm, some gossiping behind my back. I assume he only had nice things to say about me, yes?"

"Err, a few tidbits, I guess?" Amanda muttered. " Here and there..."

"Tidbits… Here and there..." She repeated back, a friendly smile so overtly on display. "Here… and there…"

Poor Amanda looked like she was about to implode with the utter confusion that was ballooning inside her.

"What is happening?"

"She's inebriated." I simply said. "Don't mind whatever she says - she's not all there."

"Yes, because I'm all down here!" Irene piped up, suddenly darting her arm down to my groin, but to no avail. Barely in the nick of time, I managed to slap her hand back into submission. 

Yet that didn't falter her widening smile nor did it stop her from staring maliciously deep into the eyes of a very mortified Amanda.

 "So don't you even think about going for him."

This was a prime example of action speaking much louder than words. Irene's little attempt at public indecency saved me a bunch of needless long-winded spiels trying to justify for my lack of a sense of punctuality. Wasn't any need for that any longer, the indignation that had sparked within Amanda had long since been abated, you can actually pinpoint the exact moment it did - as soon Irene strolled herself into the picture.

So, anyway, target acquired, mission accomplished. Time to head back, I suppose.

"No." spoke out the Succubus, leaping a great distance away from the opened car door. "Out of the question."

Okay maybe not so mission accomplished just yet.

"Just get in the backseat, Irene," I said, already on the verge of just flat-out collapsing.

"Will you be sitting beside me?"

"Irene… it's a small car. Three of us won't fit."

"Then I guess a certain 'someone' is gonna have to be riding shotgun," Irene said, looking over my shoulder towards the silent figure in the backseat. "Isn't she?"

Adalia was sitting quietly inside, during her trademark stare into nothing. If I didn't know any better, I'd say she was just daydreaming. But really, with the web of veins gradually growing much more prominent beneath her paling skin, daydreaming was the last thing she could ever be possibly doing.

Running out of time here… gonna have to speed things up if we ever wanna get anything done.

I sighed. "Adalia can you scoot yourself over to the front with Amanda?"

Was already anticipating it before it even happened. That huge gulp of air from the front seat, the instant turn around in my direction… I remembered texting her swearing up and down that I'd keep the vampire under the wraps as best I could, but over the course of tonight, it really does seem like I've just been nudging the vampire ever so slightly her way with the rise of every new development.

But it's like… what the hell am I supposed to do?

If I was in her place, I'd be fuming too. No doubt about it. I'd be vocal, I'd be outrage, I'd be screaming to the moon and back no way jose.

So you can bet your ass that it was a big surprise to me to see that she wasn't… to hear that she wasn't and before I knew it, Adalia was already settling in nicely, buckling in her seatbelt, and gazing out the passenger-side window.

Amanda only batted an eye once at her, and clasped steady fingers once more onto the steering wheel, speaking tirelessly as she did. 

"Let's just go already…"

Once again, that phrase rang about in my head, like an affirmation to a dubious claim - that actions speak louder than words. In this case, it was the lack of action on Amanda's part that spoke louder than any word that was ever uttered tonight.

Adalia wasn't scary… maybe she really starting to believe that statement, as flimsy a statement as it was. Wasn't exactly the moving thing I've seen in my life but really it was such a profound - 

"I'm about to drive off right now," Amanda said in warning. "Last chance..."

Right...

"See? That wasn't so hard," Irene said with a whimsical smile, humming a dainty tune that sounded vaguely familiar to me. "Ladies first, yes?"

Ladies first indeed. 

That said, I wasn't really sure about spending a good twenty minutes or so in the backseat with the literal embodiment of lust itself, especially with the way she winked an eye at me as she gently patted the vacant seat right next to herself. 

Yet just like everything else that came speeding my way - what other bloody choice do I have?

Besides… I know at this point I'm beginning to sound like a broken record… but really…

Can't get any worse than this, can it?
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The barren, quiet road to home was a long and arduous one, wrought terribly with many trials and tribulations that a man, in his illest of fortune, deserved not to have been an unwilful participant of, for even the deepest depths of hell hath no fury so righteous and fervent as a woman's lust.

Irene's lust.

Last time I was in a car with the no-nonsense detective, I was practically blown asunder from within from merely a whiff of her, had I not rolled down a window in the nick of time, I am absolutely certain I would have choked to death in a sea of raging hormones.

This time, I was taking no chances. Every window front and back was rolled wide open, playing host to the strong gusts of wind filtering in, smacking and bashing, unrelentingly blasting my face with the force of a thousand whirlwinds. 

And I was ever so grateful for it.

Cause I needed air. Lots and lots of air. It was the only thing standing in the defiance of Irene's pheromones. With good ol' oxygen as my ally, the invisible war of attrition rages on in the scorched battlefield that was the backseat of Amanda's car.

So anyway, lap pillows, right? What's the deal? They're just laps that you use as pillows, what's the whole hoo-ha about 'em? In a way, they're just meaty, fleshy pillows that you rest your head on cause fuckin' I dunno… it's cute or something.

Had no qualms when Ash did it. In fact, I wouldn't mind if she used me as a meat-pillow again… least she has some restraint about it.

Irene, though… Irene. Why does it feel as if there's some double standard going on around here? Seriously, if I tried to rest my head on the thighs of every girl I meet… I'd be damn lucky if I walked away with my balls intact. 

So why does Irene get a free pass at it? Why does she deserve to be in seventh heaven right now snuggling so contentedly on my lap while I run the risk of getting castrated on the spot? Why? Cause she's cute?

Okay, she is kinda cute…

I think I'm losing this war.

"Not bothering you, am I?" Irene's got her suggestive come-hither eyes constantly beset on my own. Every time I looked down, she was all I could see, and she knew exactly what it was doing to me. "Enjoying the view?"

There was a double meaning to that, cause I damn well was trying to - decided that the landscape of city blocks whizzing past us was a much less stimulating sight for the senses, so I had my head mostly staring out the window.

But this was a detective I had lying on my lap, contingencies and plans were her blood and soul - if I ever needed to explain something to her, she outright refuses to acknowledge me unless I look directly back at her. 

Needed to ask a question? Stare. 

Want to clarify the current state of events so far? Look.

Neck getting tired from looking left all the time and ached for a break? Hello again, Irene.

"Hi, darling ~ " She greeted me back softly. "Didn't think I'd see you again so soon."

Soreness should be fading away soon, then I can get back to being the watcher of the streets, but in the meantime…

"You understood all that right? What I said? What we're dealing with here?"

After we've departed in a haste from the no good, very bad place, Adalia and I took turns relaying everything we know so far to the uninformed Succubus. Irene was apparently unaware of any recent happenings being cooped up in that place for days and all, but it seemed as if she was taking it all in stride.

Not a bat of an eye, not even the tilt of the head. She was acting like Blightfall was just a mild inconvenience, a red light on the road when you're in a hurry. Guess you can't really expect much concern to show when her full undivided was concentrated solely on you.

Would say I'm flattered, but right more I'm more than content with just hearing her say she understood. It'd set me more at ease than whatever the hell she was doing to me right now.

Irene… cooing my cheek with your fingers is not a 'Yes, I understand'. Stop it.

"Why would I ignore anything you've ever have to say?" She said. "Your voice is like music to my ears… I'll listen to it all day if I could. Especially when a romantic melody starts to play, you know? Do you think it'll ever be up next?"

I shook my head. Amanda at the wheel gave a groan. Meanwhile, Adalia poked her eye through the front seat headrest.

Think Irene felt all eyes on her now, for suddenly she groaned just as begrudgingly as Amanda.

"Blightfall, also known as Sanignavia from where I'm from, is the rain of the dead. Somehow a semi-centennial phenomenon that occurs very rarely in Kronocia is now happening on Earth. Don't know how, don't know why, but it's black and it's bad. Darling here's a Speaker! You need a Listener. Ria and the Elf are void-ridden, beguiled by the Enstar, and the only way to break the trance is with an even better trance… which is where I come in. Is that everything, or need I elaborate further?" 

Oh… she was paying attention after all. Guess even while drowning in a euphoric love stupor, the detective within her was still standing at attention. Good to know. Now there's something else I want to know. 

"Why 'Darling?'" 

Irene gave an impish chortle, her hand now tugging at my fringes. "Why not 'Darling', Darling?"

"It's weird."

"Pet names aren't weird. They're cute."

"I have a name."

"Isn't as cute."

Rolled my eyes so hard at that that they went swerving all the way back to the open window, where landscapes and landmarks aplenty grew ever more familiar. Won't be long now till we're back home, won't be long until this one issue out of a dozen would be finally resolved… then after that, it was off to the next issue at hand.

Just can't catch a break, can we?

We decided already beforehand what the plan was, wasn't much room for a disagreement, really. The first to wake from their slumber would be Ash and Ria back home while Amelia would have to hold on just a little later. 

The road back home was a much, much longer drive than it was leaving it. More roadblocks had been assembled, more police stops on popular lanes. It was quite remarkable how cool of a head Amanda had on her shoulders, the sight of those flashing red and blues annoyed her more than it did frighten her, as she spun us right around to the nearest detour in the vicinity.

Quite a stark change from how she was in the beginning.

Noting all that, you can see how getting into the heart of the city where Amelia was would be a bitch and a half to do. So for now, baby steps it was, home was faster and easier.

Adalia still refused to feast though, despite having the solution to the void-sleep or whatever literally drawing circles on my chest with a finger.

Her reason for it, staring at me with veiny eyes, was, "It… might not… work…"

"Hold on a minute," proclaimed I, more surprised than confused. "This whole operation was your idea. What do you mean it might not work?"

Apparently, Adalia was also raising a brow or two to the snuggling succubus humming a dainty tune.

"I didn't… account for this…" she simply said.

'This' formed a frown, looking up at Adalia from my lap. "Meaning what, Matriarch? Suspect I won't be up to the task?"

"Yes…" Adalia was as blunt as the nod of her head. "I wondered why before… I can sense you… so strongly… from afar. Now… I know why..." 

"And why's why?"

"You're… intoxicated..."

"Nope, don't think so. I feel rain as right," A little snigger. "Joking…"

"You need days… to settle… back… to yourself from... intoxication."

"I had my days already," Irene said, waving it off. "I've settled."

Adalia remained a dubious vampire, rightfully so too. "You need… full concentration… the void… "

"Enstar's beckoning, I know," Irene interjected, looking a little perturbed. "Hard to break, easy to mess up. I am taking this as seriously as you are. I wouldn't half-heart something as dangerous as this, I assure you. If I said I can do it, then you better believe I will."

She finished with an expression that bore a striking uncanniness to the detective-lady that first walked the floorboards of my ruined apartment, that piercing gaze, that solidifying silence that finished her sentences… it was all there and more.

Perhaps that more than anything was what finally convinced Adalia to rein herself back a little here, turning back to the front, uttering only a single word to end it all.

"Okay…"

"Besides," Irene said, that deviant smile of hers returning again, gazing at me so tenderly. "Promised my darling here already, didn't I? So long as you hold up your end of the bargain, you can expect only perfection from me."

It wasn't long until the shimmering rims of headlights painted a familiar driveway of old, the rumbling of the engine stopping dead, and the pattering of feet scrambled out to the trail leading towards the front steps of the porch.

Once we opened that door there… we'll find our answer.

Let's just hope it wasn't just the pheromones talking back there...
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"They're not getting up…" 

The living room area had slowly and gradually over the course of long hours spent dawdling away in downtime became an organized mess of pillows, blankets, hands, legs, and feet. 

A bizarre conglomerate of five, hunkering down in their own little piece of the land that they claimed for themselves. It was a process done rather wordlessly and with little complications, we all just essentially wandered into a spot and voila, take some pillows and blankets from the empty rooms upstairs to rest on and you're now a proud owner of the squishy bean bag laying adjacent to a sleeping Elf.

Least, that's where I decided to bunker myself at, everybody else was relatively in arm's reach - Adalia quietly sat beside me on the large silk rug carpeting the floor, Ria and Ash remained just as we have left them… seeing them again like that… was like… it made everything else feel just a little bit grimmer, I suppose.

Amanda, to everyone else's surprise, decided to not abandon this sinking mythical ship just yet, draping her wooly coat, and her wooly everything else at the coathangers in the entrance hallway. 

I asked why and all she had to say for herself was, "I'm kinda curious." which was good enough for me, I suppose. 

No one else showed any qualms about her staying, so Amanda, tucked from neck to toe, in a long-fitted tracksuit that she was hiding underneath all that wool and fur, cooped herself to an empty spot directly across from my own, hands wrapped around knees, heavy eyelids staring blankly, her voice sounding out once more in a drawling yawn.

"They're still not getting up…"

"Hush..." A finger on her lips, and with eyes firmly clasped shut, Irene at the center of it all, took in a heavy breath. "They will."

"How long… more...?" Adalia suddenly spoke out.

"Not sure yet."

"Two in the morning, now," said Amanda, glancing at her phone.

Irene's brow gave a flicker. "And it was one in the morning an hour ago, in case you aren't aware, that's how time works."

"She's... implying… "

"I know what she's implying," Irene interjected. "My previous answer still stands - I'm not sure."

I jumped in. "Not even a rough estimate, Irene?"

"It's a very delicate process, darling. But I assure you I'm -"

"Too… slow…" Adalia muttered.

" - doing my best…" Irene finished, her lips forming into a thin line. "Adalia, I know you're worried about your sister, but I'll have you know now, distracting me isn't going to get the job done quicker. In fact, it does quite the opposite actually, so you can either keep playing twenty questions or you can keep quiet - I'll let you decide which of the two you'd rather do."

There were a pair of swirling red vapor exuding from her palms outstretched on either side of her. Those little puffs of crimson smoke threaded lightly in the open air, forming a hazy slithering trail that snaked its way into the sealed lips of both Ria and Ash.

Those spooky succubus powers of hers wafted about for a lengthy three hours now. They first took form thick and murky, but over the course of the night, they seem to gradually thin and whittle, fast forward to the present, and all that was left of the thick and murky were narrow strands of red smoke, merely a feeble flicker of what it once was.

Now I wasn't exactly an expert when it came to these sort of things, it ain't my place to question how things are actually supposed to be work, but I do know a struggle when I see one - and Irene was definitely struggling, no two ways about it.

It's no wonder Adalia was acting tense, no wonder Amanda kept raising a brow… 

I'm sure everybody else was asking themselves the same question as I.

Can she really do it?

There was no indication whatsoever that any headway had been made, all there was and still is, in fact, was a continuously thinning stream of red that provided only a flimsy assurance that something was indeed happening. 

Even if it did feel as if nothing really was…

"Need a drink…" Amanda stood up, pocketing her phone and stretching her limbs. "Got a feeling it's gonna be a long night."

Irene gave no response whatsoever, nary a sign of acknowledgment in the blankness of her expression, almost as if deep within a trance herself, both body and mind as still as a pond below a sky without rain, a day without a rough breeze… complete and absolute serenity.

Then I offered to go along with Amanda.

Bye-bye serenity.

Irene fluttered her eyes open and wide, responding, acknowledging, throwing warning glances at Amanda and me like we're about to commit a serious crime.

I didn't know making coffee was illegal.

"You, darling… I trust, okay?" She said, smiling a smile so deceptively sweet, then on the total opposite side of the spectrum, Amanda instead received a contemptuous glare. "You not so much, understood?"

Amanda in a moment of peak wisdom, decided it best to simply nod away in wholehearted compliance to appease the glowering succubus before her. 

"Understood…" She said, giving a reassuring smile as she backed away slowly into the kitchen. "Just need a drink. Won't touch him."

Irene returned a smile back to her words of assurance. "I only take latte by the way."

"Chocolate… milk…" Adalia softly whispered.

"On it," I said, following after Amanda's less-than-gracious departure. 

Playing caffeine bartender at two in the morning to a bunch of sleep-deprived girls didn't come close to the weirdest thing I've done all night. Hell, compared to the hotel, grinding coffee beans and pouring milk was like child's play at this point.

Amanda had her elbows pillared atop the kitchen countertop, hands rubbing furiously against a weary face, her voice croaking sonorously beneath her palms, as she turned 'round to my coffee-stirring self.

"Control your girlfriend. Please."

Took a small sip of an expresso I made, looking over my mug at the strands of stress poking out of Amanda's long blonde hair. Such a stark contrast to the elegantly dressed woman standing out my front porch the other day, so well-mannered, very soft-spoken… right now, with the tracksuit, with the baggy eyes, with the disheveled locks of hair, and the gravelly voice, she was almost like a completely different person.

Can hardly blame her, I suppose.

I lowered the mug and smacked my lips. "I'm open to suggestions."

"Is she always like that?" 

"Not… until about a week ago, give or take… trust me, I'm as baffled as you are."

"I just… I don't know how you manage. It's all just very - wow - you know? You live with a vampire for chrissakes! How do you sleep at night?"

I gave a faint chuckle. "Not as good as those two over there, I assure you."

Hearing Amanda desperately trying to comprehend it all made for a very empathetic sight. Staring at her was like staring at a mirror to the past, it seemed like so long ago now where I was just as lost and confused as she was right then.

Welcome to my world. Hope you enjoy your stay.

If I'm honest, I'd say it felt kinda nice… a little comforting too, to know that there was someone out there I could share in the absurdity of it all. A window back into the mundane and normal that I've grown so far away from.

Sharing was caring, after all.

"Want a sip?" I asked.

Amanda glanced down at the hazelly goodness I had clutched in my hands, the swirling steamy aroma permeating from it wrinkling her nose and perking up her sullen eyes.

Could see that she was seriously tempted to accept the offer, but something kept her back, a fleeting look sideways had her shaking her head at me and raising her arms.

"Mmm, I don't think your girlfriend would er - take kindly to the notion that I got served a drink first before her."

"She's not my girlfriend."

"Okay, maybe she's not your girlfriend, but you are definitely her boyfriend. So uh… let's not cause a scandal here, shall we?"

"Over a small cup of espresso?" I rolled my eyes, parting my lips open for another sip. "Hardly a forbidden romance, don't you think? You sure? Last chance." 

Don't mean to brag here, but if there's anything I'm ever proud of, it'd be the fact that I can make a mean cup of coffee. Years of stress-drinking has honed these puny hands to coffee-molding heights that can put even the most esteem coffee outlets to shame.

Ria could vouch for me if she was actually conscious, damn bird keeps gulping my cups every time I leave one unattended for even a second.

Just a single whiff alone is capable of tempting you harder than any succubus in her underwear.

Case in point - I barely had it up to my lips before Amanda came swiping it away from my hands and downing it whole like it was the sweet nectar from the Gods.

Barely even a second later, she was slamming the mug at the countertop, taking a reinvigorated gasp, as her face eased away from tension. Now she was looking like her former self again.

"This never happened, okay?" She whispered, pointing a finger, and eyeing me with a sort of shameless satisfaction to her gaze. "Now please make me another."

I took back the mug, eyeing her back with some scrutiny. "Mmm, not so sure, seems kinda scandalous, I have a girlfriend, you know?"

"Oh, shut up."
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After a steamy expresso here, a frothy latte there, some dark chocolate milk poured in a big glass, Amanda and I steadily made our way back to the living room, drinks in hand, placing them into wanting hands where they will be savored and greatly appreciated, and I'll briefly feel good about myself.

Yeah, I take big pride in brewing the browny goodness, so if I were to get a rating of any less than a seven, I'd basically disowned myself and commit righteous sudoku right there and then, it's the only way I'd be able to retain what little honor I have instilled on me from the sacred cocoa bean.

Between having to serve the Succubus or the Vampire, Amanda's lingering trauma eventually proved the victor in deciding the factor on who gives what to who.

Got the lucky privilege of passing Adalia her drink. Slowly, with quivering, bent fingers, obscuring pointed nails, she took the cold glass from my hand talking only the smallest, quickest sips, before lowering it close to her chest, clinging on to it with both hands.

"Thank… you…" She whispered, looking a little less frail than she did before.

Still a ticking time bomb, still the biggest, baddest risk here. "Still okay? You able to hold on to yourself a bit longer still?"

For an answer, Adalia merely raised the glass to her lips again, "Have… chocolate..." and took another sip. "Be... fine…" 

Won't deny that I wasn't so set at ease with her assurances, but she's been hanging on so far in spite of everything, what's a few more hours?

"Just don't push yourself so much," I told her, settling myself back on my bean bag, a warm cup in hand.

"I… know…"

Amanda wasn't so much as fruitful as I, serving drinks. Looking at her, she still had two ceramic mugs wobbling slightly in unsteady hands, her gaze a mulling one to the succubus in a deep pensive focus.

"Should I… Should I just leave your latte on the table? You'll drink it later?" 

Irene snorted in amusement, her lips twitching to a smile, eyes still firmly closed shut. "I'm really thirsty, actually. I'd ask you to help me take a sip of it, but I rather a certain someone else take care of that for me."

Think I might have an idea of who that someone else was.

"Sadly, I have my hands full here, don't I? Literally and figuratively," Irene said, overplaying her dismay with a very dejected sigh. "Yeah, table it. Perhaps the two of us can share the drink later."

"Sure."

"Thanks, Amanda ~ ~"

Amanda gave a painful grimace. "Sure."

Nothing much seemed to have made any change for the better after that. Coffee helped, sure… but it only helped ease the tension, not completely get rid of it. No sunshine and rainbows just yet… unfortunately. 

Progress… if you can even call it progress, was still very much at a standstill.

Not the slightest difference in terms of, well... anything. The overall mood was still quite a somber one, everyone continued keeping to themselves for the most part.

Adalia kept the silent statue act, the unblinking overseer to Irene's mystical trance-breaking ritual that didn't seem to be going all that smoothly as she hoped despite the absolute confidence she was portraying hours before, though seemingly would never admit to it... 

We got the phone deviant sipping her expresso in between feed updates and site surfing, never tearing her gaze once from the soft glow of the rectangular slab fitting snug in her hands. 

I took a moment to see on my own rectangular slab the heck she was doing online, and apparently, she was making waves to her followers telling them how much she's completely flabbergasted about everything that's been happening recently.

'Course most believed she was just talking about the scary red rain incident that happened - so many gifs, images, and texts telling her to stay strong in spite of it, never knowing at all precisely what she was going on about here.

For the fun of it, I typed in my own small 'F' in the seas of Fs flooding her page. Not even a second later, there was some faint chuckling happening directly across me, Amanda looked over from her phone, smiling and shaking her head at me before delving herself back into the digital world of hearts and likes.

Wish I had a distraction like that, something to keep my mind from consuming itself whole from paranoia and worry, can't seem to keep my thoughts off it, or maybe perhaps I just subconsciously didn't want to, but Ash simply continued to be the ringleader of my growing concerns.

Started the day out simply wanting to thank her, talk to her… those things I uttered but didn't say… they still kept ringing in my ears like a bell that wouldn't stop clangoring.

Lenora. 

That name. For some reason, I felt immeasurable despair just thinking of it. There wasn't any Blight here, no emotions and words apart from my own, yet that didn't stop the guilt from worming through me like some sort of word-parasite.

Needed to know why, I wanted to know why. But the only one who could tell me why wasn't all here at the moment.

I stared at her slumbering face for long enough for it to be actually classified as being stalker-y. Couldn't help it, I just wanted to see a sign, any indication that she'd be rousing any moment now, any second… that the little flickers in her brow meant something, that the faint breathing I heard growing just a little bit more stronger… that it was a good thing, it was working.

No, nothing… that cup of coffee in my hand, going from full to empty, still nothing… and I was a slow drinker too.

Didn't want to admit it, yet there was no point in denying it, I was feeling just a teensy weensy bit discouraged here. It being almost four in the morning didn't also do much to alleviate circumstances either.

Was starting to get a little bleary staying up for so long, I knew I wouldn't be able to stay conscious for much longer, but I refuse to call it a day, I just have to see this thing through… even if… even if I'm not all there for it.

"Hey."

My neck went snapping upright faster than it was physically able to, heard a crack, felt a crack, all of it I ignored… blinking rapidly to a blurry figure that was fast on approach.

"Oh, didn't know you were sleeping. I'm sorry"

Amanda's footsteps were as silent as Adalia's, for God's sake. Nearly gave myself whiplash turning towards her, suddenly settling herself on the right of me.

I let out a breath, shook my head, and rubbed my eyes. 

"Wasn't sleeping," I said, then gave a drawled-out yawn. "Resting, just resting. What's up? Was there something you - "

I blinked, my words lost to the horror and unease that suddenly blanketed her expression. Amanda was as white as paper.

Lost all feeling of fatigue upon seeing that look on her face, was well and wide awake now. Something's happened, hasn't it? Oh boy… I'm not gonna like this.

"You're gonna want to see this," Amanda whispered, reaching out to me with an unsteady arm, a glowing metal slab laying limp in the palm of her hand. "Semi-centennial occurrence? Yeah, not so much anymore."

Wordlessly, I took hold of her phone, letting my eyes slowly adjust to the bright white light before me. In my peripheral view, Adalia was staring, seems even she could sense the bad vibes permeating off of Amanda, and if they were bad enough to actually stray her focus away from Irene… then oh man…

It was a video. Thirty seconds long. Sent to her by one of her followers. The preview image looked to be from the inside of an apartment window, and beyond that murky glass surface, was a view of the outside.

An outside that was covered in a haze of red.

I clicked play, dreading, knowing already what I was about to see. 

It was a familiar scene that I can never forget. A downpour of crimson red painting the streets, slippery roads with screeching, skidding cars… people in disarray, running in a frenzy, desperately trying to take shelter.
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"What is even going on anymore?"

That sinking feeling in my chest, it felt like a billion gazillion thoughts just thundered down my head like heavy raindrops in a blistering storm. Never realized how quickly something could spiral from a zero to a hundred real quick.

Barely ten minutes ago I was taking my last sip, sitting quietly, keeping to myself wondering eternally in the back of my mind if everything would turn out okay after this. 

Things were definitely not okay.

Not for England. Not for Russia. Not for Japan. And certainly not for America.

Blightfall just went global.

I looked into the faces and eyes of my dearest companions closest to me, and both mirrored back that same ghastly look, that same sense of deep unsettlement I felt coursing through me. 

Even Adalia wasn't spared a little look of concern. Barely there, but the shock in her misty faraway gaze wasn't something you could mistake for anything else.

"This… shouldn't be… happening…" I heard her mutter, the confusion in her voice louder than her words. "This isn't… normal…"

"What isn't normal?"

Irene had her eyebrows raised, staring at us from where she sat with a rather suspicious gaze, mostly leering towards Amanda, who admittedly was leaning a little closer to me than friends really ought to be.

"It's the red stuff," Amanda said out loud, subtly shifting herself a bit further away. "Didn't you mention that it was a one-time thing?"

Irene nodded "It is a one-time thing. All my years in Kronocia, I've only seen - "

"It's… pouring… still…" Adalia interrupted her.

Don't think Irene was expecting to hear that judging by how she immediately narrowed her eyes in bemusement. "Where?"

"Every… where…" 

"Can't be. It's never happened before."

"Well. It's happening now," I said, getting up to my feet, not having the faintest idea what to do with myself apart from pacing about wanting to just explode in a panic. Took all I had to keep myself level-headed, to have my voice remaining calm and steady. "So what does this mean now, multiple Blightfalls? Does it - is there any reason for it?"

Amanda couldn't answer, Irene was thinking… Adalia stood up after me.

"Blightfall is a… natural occurrence… just as rain…is... just as… snow..." She said, standing still, her footing unsteady. "There's no reason… for it… it just... happens."

"Yeah, In your world, maybe," I said, scouring my head for any possible causes. "Not on Earth, though. Not here. Rain's just water vapor. Snow's just frozen moisture. We don't have this. This isn't even supposed to be happening. So why is this happening?"

I was done thinking of things being the way they were because they just were. Natural occurrence, my ass - none of this was natural to begin with. I kept pacing, kept thinking… and finally found something.

"Maybe this isn't the typical Blight you're thinking of," I said, turning to them, and finding that all eyes were on me. "You're thinking Kronocian, but what if this Blight was from Asteria? Ash recognized it too so maybe… maybe Asterian Blight just works differently? Maybe it gets more frequent in her world."

So that was my guess, and I threw it out in the air for them to have a brief moment of time with. Could see all three of them rummaging around with the idea in private… for all I knew, I could be reaching here, grasping at straws that weren't there, wouldn't surprise me if I actually was but apparently, my idea wasn't as far-reaching as I originally thought.

Irene had a smile on that looked very encouraging, wasn't sure if that was just her loving bias on display… screw it, I'll take what I can get.

"It's a solid enough theory," She said musingly, angling her head sideways. "Doesn't explain everything, but… it's a start. A minus to you."

Adalia was undecided, preferring instead to keep in silence - same old, same old… while Amanda on the other hand was hunkered down on the complete opposite side of the fence. 

"It's a false start, unfortunately," Amanda said, frowning with a shake of the head. "I played and beaten the game more times than I can count. There was never any mention of Blightfall anywhere in the game… nor was there any instances of it ever occurring for me in any of my playthroughs."

She sounded quite confident about it. Now, I haven't gotten around to beating the game myself, so doubting the only person here that actually has… not the wisest move.

Still, there has to be an explanation for it, otherwise, how else could Ash have known about the Blight and its effects? Speakers, Listeners… how else could she have known it all?

"Ash knows about it," I said, pointing it out. "Maybe… maybe it's just one of those things. Like Neplims, a rare event, a rare chance for it to happen. Maybe Blightfall is just even rarer."

"Mmm… two years since the game's release you'd think somebody would have come across it," Amanda frown continued to linger. "No… it just really isn't there."

"Then how could Ash have - ? "

"Hey, your guess is as good as mine," She said, cutting across from me. "I'm wandering around in the dark here too, haven't got a clue about anything."

Now we're just flinging out our "I don't know's" to one another, which wasn't really proving much help in unraveling this enigma. It was getting harder to keep pointless questions from slipping past me - I'd rather voice them all out hoping there'd be someone, somewhere, to answer them all in a clear and concise fashion.

"Where is the Blighfall coming from? Is it Kronocian? Asterian? And why so many? Why all at once? More importantly, why now?"

I stopped pacing, started staring, and continued asking.

"Just what exactly is causing the Blightfall anyway?"

Amanda helplessly shrugged her shoulders. Adalia had no more words to offer to my own. And Irene was… 

She was smiling.

"Or… maybe you're simply asking the wrong questions there," She mused again. "I'm thinking it's more of a 'who' than a 'what'."

"You're saying someone might be summoning the Blightfall from out of nowhere?" Amanda asked, cocking her head back in disbelief.

"It's unheard of, true…" Irene said, nodding once. "But not impossible though. All it would take is someone with extraordinary magical ability… one that surpasses most, one wielding a great amount of power, and it might just be doable. Only a small theory though. Got nothing on me that supports it."

"No, just hold on a second there, yes you do," I said, her words jogging up a conversation in my head from a few days back. "Amelia… she paid you a visit, didn't she? She mentioned to you something about a - uh… mysterious presence she's been feeling? A presence that feels just like my mother's."

It was coming full circle now. Unknown presence, the origin of the Blight. That's probably what Amelia came to Irene for. 

"Now that you mention it…" Irene muttered, squinting her eyes into smaller slits. "I remember telling her… that this certain someone she's sensing and the recent thunderstorms we've been having could be related to each other."

"Yeah, she told me that too. Was this during your, uh… rehabilitation period?"

"Hmm… I think - day one? I don't really remember much back then, it's all a little fuzzy… mmm."

Okay, now some of the puzzle pieces were starting to fit here, things were making a little bit of sense, we were finally starting to get somewhere here… but where is that somewhere?"

"It's not… turning black…" 

Out of the blue, Adalia started to make herself known again, her drawling voice spinning all eyes her way, looking absolutely comfy sitting on my beanbag. Even bluer and outer than that, was Amanda's phone suddenly lying steady in her sharp clutches.

Amanda frantically scoured her hands back and front. "How the heck did you get my - ?"

"The Blight… in these other cities…" Adalia continued, swiping a sluggish finger upwards at the display. "It's… remaining red."

"What does that mean?" I asked.

"I'll save you the wonder, dear darling," Irene said with a twinkle in her eye. "Means you're right. This isn't your typical Blight. Someone's been taking charge of it. And the closer that someone is, the more potent the Blight. And since ours went black instead of staying red, it means that certain someone…"

"Is still in the city," I finished, meeting her beaming gaze back with a twinkle in my own. "So we just need to find that someone then."

"Find?" Amanda said, walking back my way from a now phone-less glum-looking Adalia. "Find that someone and do what?"

"If they have the power to summon the Blightfall, then there's a high chance they also have the power to de-summon it," I explained, feeling more and more reinvigorated as the seconds pass. "if we managed to find them - we won't need me, we won't need to find any Listeners either. If we can use our remaining days left to find our guy, then we can just - "

Interruptions. More and more, they seem to just keep happening. I wouldn't mind it, wouldn't it at all if it was just a natural interjection, someone from among us with a question or maybe some objections.

But it wasn't a someone, nobody interrupted me…

Something interrupted me.

It was a familiar something, a dreaded something. Something I could go my whole life without and be grateful to never hear it again.

Didn't see it, heard it.

The boom of thunder rumbling the skies above.

Now I dearly hope to God that was just a normal sign of rain approaching, but something in my gut was clearly telling me that it wasn't.

Call it a hunch.
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"What does that look like? Is it clouds? Think they're grey?"

Blacken skies, not a dot, not a single twinkle twinkling up there in the vast dark yonder up so high. Got my neck angled upwards, craning to the left and right, staring into the infinite darkness above, hoping my ass off that I'd be able to just stroll on back to the living room soon, a smile on my face, reassuring every apprehensive soul inside that what was just heard was merely a false alarm.

Till then, my shoes would continue to scrunch about the tall dewy grass, the chilly breeze free to howl its haunting song, rustling the leaves, swaying the flowers, pestering my scouring eyes.

Can't find that false alarm.

"Amanda, you see anything?" I asked out loud, daring a single fleeting glance backward to my star gazing partner on patrol.

Sadly she didn't seem too devoted to the cause as much as I, neglecting herself back to the porch, leaning lackadaisically against a narrow beam of wood.

"It's four in the morning," She said, sheltering her nippy hands beneath the sleeves of her tracksuit.

"How about that one there? Does that look like a cloud to you?"

Amanda blew out a quivering breath. "Um. It's four in the morning? I. I don't know what you're really expecting to find here."

"Nothing, hopefully," I answered back, lapping the gardens for the third time. "I'm hoping the worst that'll come out of this is that I've become a really paranoid bastard that doesn't have a single ounce of trust for the weatherman no more."

"Well, you trust me? Cause my phone here is saying it's just gonna be a light sprinkle."

"I know what 'light' sounds like," I said, gulping in the icy air through gritted teeth. "And that big boom just now wasn't."

"Look maybe. maybe it was just that? Just a boom. I mean, seriously, what are the chances of supernatural rain happening for the second time in a row in the same city? I feel. normal rain, it seems more likely, doesn't it?"�

Okay, now she really was starting to sound just like me in my heydays of naivety so pure and innocent. How many countless times already have I tried to play the devil's advocate only to get unceremoniously thrown under the bus by said devil?

Got a long, long list of 'unlikely's and 'impossible's spoken throughout the months and weeks I've been in the company of the non-fictions. If I had a dollar for every time I try to speak the contrary, you can bet your ass I wouldn't be borrowing any money from any loan sharks in any of my lifetimes after time this one.

Exaggerating a bit, but yeah. Murphy's Law was like my primary religion at the moment. If I stick to the core fundamentals of it, then without a doubt, there won't be any more devils throwing me under any more buses.

I'd hate to have to see Amanda go through what I did - denial for the worst possible outcome was an easy way to cope with the circumstances dealt to you, until the worst possible outcome actually does happen. the hell do you do then?

She's gonna have to learn quickly that these types of things just don't sway to your favor just cause you want them to. Just cause you hear thunder doesn't mean it's just rain.

It's always...�always much more than that.

And there it was, timing so impeccable you'd swear it was almost planned. Up above in the gloomy sky so dark and malevolent, a single flash of lighting enveloping the boundless horizon. and indeed, that clap of thunder from before was much, much more than it was.

A roll of grey murky clouds blanketed the skies, shadowed the stars, and shaded the moon from shining bright. It was amassing, it was coalescing, and another reverberating boom�was sounding.�

Murphy's Law. Oh, how I both love and despise your teachings.

Looks like I won't be having that false alarm I wanted. I turn, strolling back to the front door, lacking that smile I so dearly hoped to have for myself, passing by a pale-faced Amanda, thrown and crushed under the heavy wheels by the sweet, sweet smirking devil of denial.

"Doesn't look like just rain to me," I muttered, patting her shoulder as I soldiered past her. "Wish you were right though."

Eager, inquiring eyes met the deeper in mine as my steps finally reached back to the warmth and light of the living room. Words weren't even needed to convey what it was that awaited us, both Irene and Adalia got the message loud and clear in the silence I greeted them with.

"Okay, maybe. maybe it's just a thunderstorm, then," Amanda's voice desperately sounded, drawing up to my side at a rapid pace. "I mean. how can the Blight fall twice in such a short time span? Just what are the odds?"

Looking at her, again, it was like a crystal-clear reflection of me, it was almost scary how well she mirrored my initial reaction to all things implausible. Elves, Otherworlds, Legendary lineage, Matriarchs - I asked, what are the odds of that?

Over time I grew to learn to simply not ask questions that you don't want to know the answer to, you're really better off that way. just assuming the worst.

Still. I wouldn't lie and say to myself that I wasn't thinking quite the same too.

"Yes," I said to her. "That lightning and thunder and grey clouds happening out there could just be typical signs of heavy rain approaching. Could be worrying for nothing, we don't know for sure. Let me ask you this though, should we really risk ourselves on a maybe?"

Amanda was a rippling flustering mess of emotions. She's seen what Blightfall does, heard what it could do after it has fallen, but she's never experienced it herself firsthand. That's something that utterly terrified her, and it was plain as day to see in the fear in her eyes.

"Should we leave, then?" She asked quietly, keeping her voice steady. "Get in the car now, try and get out of the Blight's range before it falls?"

"That's what I was thinking," I said, turning my gaze back to the living room. "We should really go now. We'll huddle up, make space. it'll be cramp but - "

Adalia was staring straight at me, moving not an inch from her seat. Irene kept in place as well, shaking her head at every word I said.

I tilted mine in return. "Can't leave?"

"You can't stop the process midway, darling," Irene explained, her tone so filled with sorrow. "I stop now, I can't break it later. It has to be now."

"So. you'll have to stay here, then," I said, scratching my head on impulse. "Adalia, Amanda, and I. we'll leave. You work on breaking the trance, we'll come back when - "

"That's not the only problem though," Irene interjected, her gaze a painful one. "If it Blights, if it starts raining again. it'll only exacerbate the process. Enstar's call, the void. the hold it has on the Elf and Ria, it'll just get tighter, I won't be able to get them out. It has to not rain. That's the only way."

"They should have. broken. out. a long time ago." Adalia muttered, swaying herself upright, veins more visible than ever before. "You should. have gotten.�them free. my sister. you should have."

"Adalia, I'm trying!" Irene shouted, the trails of crimson exuding from her palms very nearly dissipating. "I can't lose focus. You're making me lose focus. Blaming me isn't going to do anything here."

"You. should have. been."

"Yes! Okay, I admit it! I'm not as ready as I thought I was! Maybe I am a little tipsy and not all there right now. It's that what you want to hear? There! Happy? Doesn't change the fact that we're here now though, does it? Does it now, Adalia?"

I could see a glint of red flashing in Irene's eyes... Adalia, a quiver in her sharpened fingers. I hastily stepped in, literally, throwing myself in-between them, hands outstretched on either side.

�"Adalia, that's enough! Irene, just keep focus, alright?" I said, darting my eyes from left to right, hoping they'd simmer down for a proper chance to think this dilemma through. "It has to not rain. is that what you said?"

Irene's glance at me was a reproachful one, yet her expression was still soft and gentle. "It's an idea. I was thinking. Our weatherman is forcing the Blight to happen, so I thought - "

"We could change the weather ourselves," Amanda muttered from behind, her words conveyed so profound-like. "That's not a bad. that actually could work!"

Don't know how and when Amanda was suddenly so easily grasping the incomprehensible like it was nothing. Just mere moments ago she was freaking the hell out about the impossible, now she was nodding her to it like it was elementary. did I miss something in the past few seconds?

Changing the weather?

"Really now?" I said, very nearly on the verge of disbelieving laughter. "Tell me then, who the hell in here is able to do that?"

Okay.

Remember before when I said I learned to stop asking questions I didn't want to know the answer to?

I don't think I've actually learned my lesson just yet. That question should have been kept behind sealed lips.

Cause I very much did not like the answer I received. Still very much speaking as an advocate.

All eyes were on me again.�

Irene's, Amanda's, and Adalia's. Nobody pointed a finger, nobody said a thing, just with a stare alone I could very hear their voices speaking out to me in resounding unison.

"You can."

Murphy's Law strikes again.
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Change the weather and stop the Blightfall.

I for one, couldn't think of any other seven-worded statement that more clearly fitted the bill, the literal definition of the saying easier said than fucking done.�

Not too sure really on how matter-of-factly the act was in the ever-growing bizarreness that was Kronocia, whether if it was customary or not to be switching off the rain the same way we do lightbulbs and television. but yeah, these otherworldly residents better catch on quick to the customs of us Earthlings here cause I don't think they're quite grasping the concept of mundanity just yet.

We don't do that here.

Here on our blue-green cloudy marble revolving around a big orange scorching bowling ball - we don't go around changing the weather to fit our convenience. It's actually the whole other way around.

If it snows, we shelter ourselves. If it rains, we shelter ourselves, if it's too damn blistering hot to the point of frying eggs in the asphalt. guess what? You're never gonna believe it, we shelter ourselves.

Of course. I was anything but mundane, wasn't I? I've lost the right a long, long time ago to claim the impossible as being impossible. No matter how I looked or acted, I couldn't deny that I was just as otherworldly and bizarre as they were, perhaps even more so - their customs were most definitely my own.

No doubt that everybody in this room - Irene, Adalia. heck even Amanda, was thinking the exact same thing.�

So really it was me that better be catching on to the customs quickly here.

Amanda decided to further elaborate in the silence that followed. "In the game, midway through - Terestra made an eternal rain to the kingdom of Astra, flooding it whole till it was nothing but a great big lake in the center of the map, and the only way to stop it was to find somebody else capable of doing what she did."

To the side, Adalia added on to the topic. "Terestra. clouded the days. for my sister and me. when it became too bright. for us."

And Irene on the right, came to deliver the finishing blow. "I remembered there also being a month-long period of darkness where the sun never showed. I think perhaps Terestra was feeling a little moony during that point in time."

With all these examples, you'd think I'd get the message by now, truth was - I already knew what they were trying to get at from the start.

"It's all starting to seem like to me that you three know my mom better than I do at this point," I said, crossing my arms. "She never mentioned she was part-time weather girl to me before."

Heck, so she really was lying to my kid-self when she said she couldn't change the weather when it was raining that one time I wanted to go swimming at the beach. And there she was always telling me to be honest to people. My mom lied as much as she blinked. 

What a hypocrite.�

Amanda's eyes kept widening by the second. "So err, point being, if she's capable - if your mom can do all that without a problem, following that logic."

"Then so can I, huh?" I finished, feeling their stares like knives on my back. "Thinking perhaps I might be a chip off the old block, that what you getting at?"

"You're. Terestra's. son. " Adalia was starting to waver, every word a�breathless struggle. "Her blood. in your. veins. you have. the. power."

"Yeah, I know, I know..." I sputtered, hissing, ruffling my hair from all the pressure that was suddenly and abruptly placed on my conscious. "But it's all just a matter if I'm able to or not isn't it? Frankly speaking, I'm not sure if I can."

"Yes, you can."�

Not Adalia. Wasn't even Amanda that spoke out to me then. Those hazel-brown eyes I turned to face, briefly, fleetingly, unbridled fear stared back at me in-between the endearment and the tenderness dissipating as quickly as it showed with a little smile of encouragement.

Irene, maybe it was solely due to the fact that it was her, perhaps because she was the only one here that knew what happened. Just faintly, I could still see them, the scars present, faded, across her open palms, a small one right above her forehead.

They'll heal, she told me that day. Not fast enough, apparently. Looking at them, they were like painful reminders of what I really was capable of. So really, it was that more than anything, that made me finally believe it when she said it.

"I know you can do it."

Still so loving, still so adoring, in spite of everything. she kept that smile lingering for me. I seriously haven't the faintest idea why she was infatuated with me in the first place, but I suppose that's a question for another time.

Because right now, right then. it was time for me to play weatherman.

"Okay."

Amanda and Irene stayed behind inside, one to continue on breaking the trance the best she can, the other remained, bracing herself, and keeping safe in case of the worst-case scenario.�

Meanwhile, Adalia and I braved the approaching storm outside, standing beneath the flashes and the crackles recurring ever more often with every second's pass.�

The constant whistling breeze rendered her wobbling unsteadily in place across from me, her gasps and wheezes proving even more of a struggle than before. Like Irene, Adalia continued to endure the hardships forced onto her, pushing through in spite of it all.

I have to do my best too. That's why she was here. Quivering. standing. teaching.

"Magic." She began feebly, drawing out a trembling arm in front of her. "Think of it. almost like. a third arm. an extra limb. You control it. almost as you. would. your own hands..."�

As demonstration, she began to exude a faint silvery wisp from the tip of her fingers. "You don't... force it. you don't strain. just. think. like breathing. like moving. focus on doing it. and you will."

A lesson in trickery was not something I had planned for in the early hours of dawn, the claps and rumbles from above kept me from straying focus, her words were like law now, an incessant repetition ringing in my ears, my mind, I kept them in mutters.

"Focus, focus. like breathing, like moving," I looked back up at her again. "How do I know if - ? "

But Adalia wasn't there. The meadow where she once stood, not a soul in sight. Then from behind, her voice softly sounded.

"You'll know it. you'll feel it."�

Then the left. "Magic's. your blood."

The right. "Your bones."

To the meadow, a ruffling in the flowers, legs stumbling, keeping balance, then a pair of misty eyes stared back at me again. "It is. everything you are."�

I blinked, processing what the heck she just did. "So you can teleport. one of your abilities?"

Adalia slowly shook her head. "I never. moved."

Oh.

"Terestra can never be. affected. by any of my. illusions. nor sister's..." She muttered. "Hide and seek. was always unfair. when she's. seeking."�

Sudden backstory. Wasn't expecting that. "You and your sister played hide and seek with the Demon Goddess?"

"We'll play hide and seek. now." Her fingertips glowed once more a silvery ethereal hue. "Close your eyes. seek my presence. if you can. sense mine. then you'll be able. to find. yours."

I could see the struggle, the strenuous burden she was placing herself under, expending so much energy, energy she didn't have staving away from an impending collapse.

Time. Her time was of the essence. I can't fuck this up. Got one shot at this.

"Are you. ready?" She asked, her breathing faltering.

I took a breath, heeded the resonating rumbling in the skies, and firmly clasped my eyes shut.

"Ready."

Darkness. Eternal, infinite darkness was what greeted my sight behind closed eyelids. Saw nothing, heard nothing, felt only the chilly breeze caressing the skin of my cheeks.

Focus, focus. Magic is your limb, magic is your bones. your blood.

If I'm being frank, what she was telling me just sounded like vague meaningless nothings. what does it mean to feel? What does it mean to sense?

I thought maybe I wouldn't be able to grasp it just yet.

But strangely enough, I did. I could. I understood exactly what she meant almost as if I've been doing it my whole life.

Nothing's happened yet, couldn't feel anything yet. But her words resonated inside of me and I clung onto it like water in a barren desert.�

I began to walk, one step. still sensing nothing. Another few steps, and I reached my arm out front.

Adalia spoke again.

"Don't will it." Her voice echoed from everywhere. "Let it."�

Took another stumbling step, seeing darkness, seeing nothing. Another arm outstretched.

"Don't.look. for me..." Left, right, front, back, center. "Feel for. me."�

Feel. I felt.�

There was a pull. Something pulled me left. I pulled me left. Like a magnet, like gravity. it just felt. right. to move.

Darkness still shrouded all around me, but it didn't feel like I was stumbling, wandering around nothing. I couldn't see anything, but I felt everything. felt it in my skin, in my bones. in everything that I am.

The grass, the wind, the skies. everything manifested in the nothing.

Even Irene, a red smoky trail swirling in the wayside of nothingness. It wasn't her I was supposed to looking for though, it wasn't her that was hiding herself from me.

Adalia was much, much harder to feel.

But I continued to walk, I still felt the pull, leading me on to directions that felt very random and wrong, and yet so meticulous and right.

Left foot, right foot. Still seeing nothing, but sensing everything.

I stopped at once. It was brief, instantaneous, but it was there - a sliver of silver in the vast empty nothing. For all knew, I was simply standing in front of empty space. If I opened my eyes now, I'd see only nothing, that I'm sure of.

Nevertheless, I reached out my arm again, letting it reach, letting it flow, sensing, not seeing, and felt a soft sensation grazing the skin of my palms. Locks of smooth silky strands intertwined between my fingers.

Adalia's hair.

I felt a smile forming on my lips.

"Found you."

Found magic too.
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Got a little euphoric buzz going on soon as I opened my eyes and saw a pair of clouded white ones staring approvingly at me. Felt like hot shit for a moment there, didn't really know what to do with myself for a second so I just kept my hand on her head, petting her hair like she was some kind of vampiric feline.

But if I was expecting to hear her purr in delight, then I've never been more dead wrong.

"You. did it." she muttered blankly, significantly less enthused than I was to the magical hurdle I just overcame.

Was a little confused about her indifference towards my accomplishment, that was until she decided to elaborate a bit further on the scale of what I just learned.

Apparently sensing the innate magic in others was pretty much the one plus one equivalent of the fantasy world, meaning to say, everybody, from recent newborns to the old ancients - this sixth sense thing came to them as naturally as breathing did.

So all I did was basically taught myself how to use my lungs.

Adalia didn't even veil herself with any illusions throughout the whole test. Barely any magic was even utilized against me, just a little deception, throwing her voice around to try and disorientate, while occasionally shifting her position about somewhere else.

Hide and seek, she called it. Yeah right...

"Isn't that just tag?" I asked.

She looked at me, blinked. "What's. tag...?"�

Nevermind.

Still, I wasn't gonna let the triviality of the whole thing detract from my achievement. Baby steps or no, it was still gratifying to know that somewhere within me exists some magical potential.

Just wished I knew about this sooner. Thanks, Mom. Dad. You hiding this from your daughter too?

In any case - magic, I could sense it now. and it was a very strange sensation to be sensing, best way to describe it would like the force of the wind - more potent the magic, the stronger the breeze. least it felt that way.

My 'magic' was as if a standing fan was blowing at full speed, whirring away inside of me. Almost like a humming...

Adalia on the other hand, felt like a small draft funneling through a door that hung ever so slightly ajar. In a way, she felt. feeble, impotent, guess that was just a given, wasn't it?

The vampire before me continued to take in huge gulps of air through wide-open trembling lips, baring the shimmer in her sharpened fangs to the open air.

Caught a glimpse of them and impulsively took an involuntary step back, drawing my hand away from her. Didn't even realize what I was doing until it was done, so I just stood there in silence hoping that she wouldn't notice my show of fear.�

I think she did.�

She always does.

"Moving. on." Adalia sputtered out, slowly turning her body towards the flower garden. "You've learned now. how to passively sense. the magic. from others. and within yourself. Next. you must. actively control. and channel that. magic."�

Took more time than I would have liked for her to finish that sentence. Every strenuous gasp in between words grew my concern over her well-being by over a dozen.

I wanted her to stop, let her simmer down for a moment, and rest, 'take a break', I very nearly said, but in the end, I have to leave those words as only unspoken thoughts in my head.

The flashes and rumbles from high above our heads wouldn't dare let me speak them to her. So in silence, and in deep apprehension, I continued to listen.

"Now magic. is only as strong. as the person that. wields it. you are your own. catalyst..." Adalia took a haphazard stroll along the swaying meadow. I followed after her. "Listen. flowers rustling. wind howling. the thunder. hear. them.?"

"Yes, I hear them," I said, straining my ears, anticipating for something to happen at any moment. "What are you.?"

Tearing away from any ails or afflictions, Adalia's arm weaved through the air in a motion so swift that it could be easily missed in a blink of an eye.

Speaking of motions. that was all there was now as she lowered her arm back to her side. Flowers swaying with no rustles, the gust of wind with no whistling breeze, the crackle of lightning brightened briefly the murky skies. but no booming thunder to follow after.

I couldn't hear a single thing.

Adalia was moving her lips, shaping words that only spoke out dead silence. Even to me, my own voice, nothing. No heartbeat in my chest, the scrunching of grass under my feet. total sound deprivation. It was literal and metaphorical a deafening experience.

Adalia waved her arm again and audibility rolled back into the fray of five senses as sudden as it had left it.

I heard myself give a sharp gasp, the thundering beats of my heart bashing against my chest, the crispy crunch of dewy greens as I wobbled unsteadily in place.

"Okay, that was." I said, hearing myself, vigorously rubbing both my ears. "That was something, alright."

Now I kinda understand how Amelia could have abducted all those victims without raising the slightest hint of suspicion from anybody else during the vampire incident. Can't very well notice what you can't even hear in the first place, can you?

Matriarch magic is something else, man. Now, here I'm left reeling wondering what other tricks do they have up their sleeves that I have yet to see?

But I suppose that was also a question that's going to be left unsaid. maybe next time, a better time.

"Your nature. defines which essence. of magic . you most specialize in. Matriarchs. such as myself. have a unique affinity. for illusions. misdirection. That is not to say. we can't learn. other types of magic. but it'll take a little bit more. time. to master others."

Adalia took a moment to heave away her fatigue.

"Now. it is your turn. to use your body. to channel the magic. you hold within. Remember. like breathing. like moving. magic is simply a part of yourself. that. that. you will to your. your command..."�

It actually physically hurts watching her trying not to stumble. I wanted to reach out to her again, suddenly I didn't really much care how brazen her fangs and claws were showing right then - the pain in her expression scared me more than any sharpened edge.

Then suddenly she was holding herself upright again, and that wanting impulse inside me was gone to the wind.�

Adalia's misty eyes, blank and vacant as they always were, struck me as a bit more. how to say. tenser than they usually were.�

I thought it was merely my imagination - until her lips quivered open once more.

"You have to. bring me. to my knees."

Needless to say, I was more than just a little perturbed by what was just said.

"What?"�

"Use. your magic." She explained, stifling her shakes beneath closed fists. "Bring me to. my knees."

Tried to blink back my surprise. "Wait, how exactly do you expect me to - ?"

"Subjugation..." She whimpered an explanation. "Terestra's. specialty. She's. always been able. to bind. anyone. and anything. to her will. It is magic. that is well beyond. most. most others."

What she was saying was a far cry from just sensing one another in the dark. Talk about starting small and ending big - I'm not sure if I'm even able to.

"Magic of that caliber. is in her nature." Adalia said, reading my thoughts like an open book, as always, "Naturally. it is also. in yours. What she is capable of. so are you..."�

What she is capable of, so are you

Hearing those words from her, uttered in that tone of voice. I felt the magnitude, the gravity behind them. The things my mother could do, did do. and the vile things she decided to do with them.

Subjugation was her specialty. what else was her specialty? What else was mine?

"Why subjugation?" I asked, feeling every hiss of discomfort she was taking in. "Isn't there anything else I could do that wouldn't involve you being under any form of stress? Can I just make a rock levitate?"

Adalia gave a slow blink. "If you are able. to subject me... to your will. Then logically. you too will be able. to bound the weather. to your wishes. Make the storms. disappear. Subjugation. is. it's the only. way. now..."

I couldn't stand it anymore - I was done leaving these words I wanted to speak out to be left unsaid.�

"You're not fit for this, Adalia. Look at yourself, you really need to feed now, or else you'll just - "

"I'll resist." She said. "I'll be. resisting. you. You have to break. my resistance. bring me. to my knees. keep me. to the ground. understand?"

Quiet words, sharp words, spoken under a restraint whisper. She doesn't care at all, does she? Not one bit. The end justifies the means. if it was for her sister, no risk was too great.

I was starting to understand now.

"Are... you. ready?"

I hated that I did.

"Ready."
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The wind was picking.

Know what? Just serve me a wide-open five fingers spread out slapping in the face for every mention of the wind and its state on current affairs because if someone doesn't stop me asap, it'll be the only thing I'd be remarking on throughout this whole ordeal.

Can't forget also the unabating reverberation happening in the skies so looming and foreboding - if there were any point in time the reason we were going through all this trouble happened to slip my mind, it'd take only a simple glance up, a ninety degrees tilt of the neck, and it'd be all coming back to me in an instant.

But for now, intrusive reminders were the very last thing that I needed here. What I needed now was -

"Focus. determination. and . intent." Adalia in sputters kept muttering to me. "Focus. determination. and."

"I'm trying," earnestly I said, earnestly I whispered. "Focusing. determining. intent-ing..."

These three things acted as the three keys for the three shackled locks to unlock the pathway to many abilities that some may consider to be. unnatural.

And given its unorthodox nature, grasping the concept, comprehending the method, utilizing it to its fullest potential, was a far more complex uptaking than a simple game of tag and go seek.

I had one arm bridging the gap between me and Adalia, one arm straining, one arm aching, trembling, attempting and struggling to sway the inert, enfeebled vampire before me to my influence. all to no avail, as of yet.

That standing fan blowing a drafty breeze inside of me simply refused to redirect its flow out the open window - my magic, I could only ever feel it coursing, but never leaving.

Once or twice I did happen to notice in the briefest of instances Adalia's legs giving a slight buckle, and for those moments I thought were successes, merely turned out to be just her struggling still to keep herself upright. Nothing to do with me and my hand outstretched.

At this point, I could very well just blow air at her face and it'd be far more effective at getting her to stumble than anything I've been trying to do so far.

Focus, determination, and clear intent. I'm standing at three for three here, so why wasn't it working?

"Remember. your arm. isn't your." Adalia couldn't finish that sentence, nor could she the next. "Your time. is running..."

Her body was so wracked with the want, the need to feed, that she was starting to salivate, her jagged fangs elongating past quivering lips, the struggle, the feeble war for control waging in the tremble of her misty eyes.

She was losing it.

We couldn't abort, I knew we couldn't stop just for this. it's now or nothing -I just needed to focus, keep focusing, and everything will be alright. everything will be just fine.

Even as her eyes gradually turned bloodshot. everything will still be fine if I just kept focused.

Her claws burrowing through the skin of her palms, the beads of crimson red dribbling down to her fingers - don't focus on them, focus on yourself, everything had to be fine.

"Teres. tra." she was slurring. "Where's. Teres. tra.?"

She kept slurring. She kept bleeding. She kept salivating.

The flashes, the crackles, the howling. I had to stop them. I need to stop them. Everything must be fine.

Focus. Determination. Intent.

That was all I needed to make everything just fine. I still had my hand outstretched, so focused, so determined, so brazen with my intent. subjugate her, control her, save her!

And yet. and still.

Nothing was happening.

Did I even have those three things in the first place? Was I even trying hard enough?

Focus. Determination. Intent. One by one, in a resounding thud, they went falling, collapsing to the ground.

And inevitably, so did Adalia.

A last feeble sway to the left, she kept left, fell left, and laid sprawled over the garden, not by her own will, and regretfully, also not by my own, motionless amid unbloomed roses and wilting, greying tulips.

I couldn't do it. I couldn't do a single damn thing.

Lowered my arm at once, restraining, resisting the urge to wrench my hair out by the roots, for more pressing concerns were now at afoot here. I immediately rushed over to Adalia's side, knees to the dirt, my hands violently clutching bundles of grass.

Adalia was a ghost.

Her skin paler, whiter than the whites in her unblinking vacant gaze, breathing so faint I almost thought that she wasn't. I feared the worst just then, thinking perhaps we might have actually pushed the risk too far. That it was already too late.

That she's already frenzied.

I thought.

Then her bloodshot eyes slowly drifted, shifted, and began to stare back into my own.

Her lips twitched slightly.

"Time's. up." She said, her voice hoarse, choking on every syllable she struggled to force out her paling lips. "Too. late."

Didn't deserve it, lost the right to even think about it saying it, but there I was, gently holding on to her, whispering to her words I knew she didn't want to hear.

"I couldn't do it. I'm. I'm sorry."

Even in spite of it, Adalia was still very much kind, very much considerate. even when she rightfully shouldn't. She shook her head, and spoke again.

"Not. your. fault."

Don't think I've ever despised myself more than I ever did before than just then. How many times? How many more damn times am I just gonna keep stumbling before enough was enough? Failing and failing, never succeeding? Why couldn't I just do something right for once? Just this once? Just here? Just now?

Why?

I gave everything I've had and it still wasn't enough. When will it ever be enough?

"You. tried." Adalia kept speaking, trying, assuring. "It's. okay."

It wasn't okay. It can never be okay. What's the good of sensing magic if I couldn't even fucking use it?

Couldn't pull through.

Stop. I had to stop. Keep focus.

I kept myself benumbed, kept myself from feeling, and rolled back a sleeve, drawing closer to her gaping lips a small patch of my skin. even my voice, my words, I drained them all of any emotions.

Because otherwise, I'd hear the bitterness resounding within them and nothing else.

"You're gonna need to feed now, Adalia."

"Yes."

Acceptance. That was all there was. No refusals, no denials, she wasn't steering away from it any longer, when before she remained so adamant, so stubborn on staving off of it.

Should be relieved that she wasn't arguing back with me anymore, but really all I felt was that same sinking feeling without any end. because if she was done fighting, then there really was nothing left to be done.

We couldn't do it.

I couldn't do it.

Adalia meekly leaned her face nearer to my arm, her fangs barely grazing the surface of my skin - I felt it poke slightly, felt her cold breath funneling through quivering lips, bracing for her at any moment finally sink into my flesh as she always has for every day now.

She didn't yet. Her eyes met mine again.

"It won't be. just. a nibble." She warned me, still ever so considerate.

I offered her a small smile in return. "It's okay."

With that, Adalia finally allowed her fangs to pierce on through, effortlessly breaking the skin, ravenously burrowing deeper and deeper to the bone, guzzling onto every droplet of blood that continued to spill into her lips.

Pain. Incomprehensible pain. So unlike the little pecks and bites I was accustom to. It felt like just back then, back when she had frenzied, uncontrollable, violent, I could feel myself slipping away again.

The same feelings, the same sensations as back then.

My heartbeat slowing to a crawl, the squeezing, the tightness in my lungs, like an iron grip of death clutching my very soul. I never wanted to relive this moment again.

But here we were, small drops of red tainting the greens of the grass, the thunder, the lightning, continuing to persist with no one to stop it.

The pain. it was all well deserved.

I didn't complain, it's what I get for letting everybody down. Everybody here, in spite of everything holding them back, overcame the odds stacked against them, and manage to pull through in the end.

Everybody except for me.

Ash had gotten me back home safe and sound, through the Blight, through the chaos both out of the car and in, she did it.

Amanda pushed through her fears, her trauma, and brought me to exactly where I needed to go.

Irene, inhibited as she was, outright refused to concede, she was still there, she was still going.

And Adalia, starved, debilitated. bearing herself through constant pain and discomfort that I could never imagine, all this time, doing her absolute best.

I just needed to do mine. and I couldn't.

Now. I don't even know what's going to happen now. Adalia was feasting, and because of it, soon she too would end up in a slumber. and we couldn't do anything about it.

The Blight will fall. and that was it - the trance will only strengthen, and Irene wouldn't be able to wake any of them.

I failed.

Adalia eventually retracted her fangs and the color in her skin was returning. The veins showing from underneath gradually faded, her eyes returned to their misty white and her breathing began to settle.

Any other time, she'd be wandering back onto the couch in the living room, her hunger quenched, and immediately after, enter into a deep sleep where she wouldn't stir for hours on end.

This time. well, my arms weren't much comfortable as pillows, neither was the grass that her body laid limp upon. I could see it in her eyes, the way they started to droop, Adalia was putting up another fight, another struggle to keep herself awake.

Still doing her best, she...

"Keep. practicing. okay.?" Her words were in a mumble, her eyelids half-closed, I don't think she was even hearing herself anymore. "Just. practice. and. you. can. I know. I believe..."

There was that wind again, her wind. I could sense it, that small draft in her was starting to die down, that slightly open door closing shut.

"Not. your fault."

She repeated herself.

I just watched, I just listened. waiting for the inevitable, the air was getting damper, the breeze was getting stronger. we should really be getting inside.

"I'm. sleeping. soon." She continued to say, clinging desperately to any sense of awareness still left. "If. I can't. wake. My sister. first. okay.? P. please.?"

I nodded.

I don't think she saw it.

"I. trust. you."

Hearing her say that. I remembered when she first said it, I was glad that she did.

Now I'm regretting that she ever had.

Lightning. Thunder.

A cold droplet landing atop my head. Another one blotted the stream of dark red flowing down my arm. The grass, the trees, the tiled roof of the house, a quiet pattering growing stronger.

I was scared to look up, I didn't want to see the consequences pouring down on top of me. I sat there, motionless. I knew I should really take shelter before I.

I wasn't speaking. I wasn't screaming. No pains in my chest. Adalia faced the skies, and on her face glistened only crystal-clear droplets, not a glimpse of red anywhere save for my blood coating her lips.

It wasn't Blight that was pouring.

A single glance up, a ninety degrees tilt of the neck, and instantly I felt a drop of water splashing into my eyes. I hurriedly blinked it away and kept staring.

Just rain. It was just rain.

Suddenly I was hearing a faint laughter sounding from below, a little weakening chuckle, when I went to go look. Adalia had this small smile plastered on her face.

It was the first time I've ever seen her smile, and through it, came the last words emerging out of her before she went peacefully into the embrace of slumber.

"Look." She whispered to me, still with that smile that I just realized was only there to comfort. "It really was... just rain... after all."
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The rain continued to pour as only rain. Droplets stayed as droplets, coming down as light drizzles first, but it wasn't long before the true downpour finally commenced.

I was perfectly content sitting there amidst the dampening blades of grass, didn't feel like taking shelter, didn't at all feel like leaving the rain. For hours, I could have sat there, come the break of dawn, and you'd still find me unmoving from that same spot, that same position - staring wistfully away at absolutely nothing.

The moment I opened that front door behind me, the very second I walked the steps into the living room hall, I knew I'd have to be looking into their eyes again.

False alarm. Wasn't Blight, after all. I would have been the bearer of the bestest news we've heard all night. Still, the fact that it ever rained at all simply meant that I couldn't do exactly what they trusted me to do.

What would they have to say to me for it?

Wouldn't be admonished for it, I'm sure. No animosities to be brewed, no grudges to be formed - they'd just shake their head, shrug it off, a kind smile on offer, soft words to comfort, 'You tried, it's okay,' they'd say.

Amanda, Irene especially. the same way Adalia had. My failure to act would simply be forgiven, and also most definitely forgotten.

I didn't want that, I didn't deserve that. But I knew that's just what I'd get if I enter through that closed doorway. So really, staying out here in the cold, in the rain. at least it wouldn't try to comfort me.

Still though, I could freeze myself, soaked my clothes to the bone all I wanted. but that doesn't mean Adalia had to be an undeserving casualty of my burning self-loathing.

Whether I myself wanted to or not, one way or another I had to get Adalia inside the house, and seeing as the storm was doubling down on its watery wrath upon the dampened earth, it was gonna have to be something done sooner rather than later.

Gently, slowly, I placed an arm under her neck, while the other slithered through bended knees. With a deep heavy breath, I hoisted her up, cradling her body like how I did Ash a long time ago back in that abandoned building.

Was slightly surprised by just how effortlessly I could walk unencumbered, even with an arm bleeding and searing. Given her petite frame, I suppose it was only right that she felt as light as a feather.

The last time I held a vampire this close. the last time I held Adalia this close, I feared and I dreaded. I absolutely despised the prospect of ever going near her. took the wise words of a very irate Succubus before I could muster up the resolve to even do so.

Now. there was no dread, there was no fear. It was just me, her, and that painful feeling called regret weighing down my every step. Couldn't blame a broken leg this time for how slow I made my way up the rickety steps of the porch. It was just plain old reluctance again, up to no good once more.

I gently opened the door.

It was only a few seconds later that I inevitably found myself standing at the last place I ever wanted to be, staring into the eyes of the last person I ever wanted to see, speaking out words I should be relieved to say, when I really shouldn't have had to speak them at all in the first place. had I just been able to do what was expected of me.

"It's just rain."

Irene was silent, crouched over still, her hands continuing to permeate streams of red that were now barely visible to the eye. I saw her eyes flicker away from my own, looking down at Adalia lying deathly still in my arms.

It didn't take her more than a few moments to piece together the outcome of our little venture to the outside. With how crestfallen I sounded, it was hard to be wrong with her guesses.

Sure enough, there was nothing to be angry about, nothing to be disappointed with - Irene just breathed out in relief and simply smiled.

"That's good."

I think she might have realized how I was feeling beneath the skin for she didn't say any more than that. She didn't have to, we both already knew.

What would have happened if it wasn't just rain, hm? This time, we got lucky this time. But how many more 'just rain's are we going to rely on.

Next time. what happens next time?

Gonna mess it up again?

"Amanda's in the guest room upstairs," Irene said. "I think asleep. She was going quite pale hearing the thunders and all. think it was too much for her to handle. Not too keen on her waking up just yet, I think she needs it, maybe later, hmm, darling?"

I nodded my head and cleared my throat. "Adalia, uh. collapsed midway. She needed to feed. So, that's another one that needs waking too later."

Irene remained standing on the brighter side of our circumstance, heaving only a little begrudging sigh at the news. "Least she didn't frenzy. That's the important part."

"Think you're able to wake her alongside those two?"

She narrowed her lips. "I'm not sure, darling. See, Ria and the Elf. they're already a handful to deal with. Trying to wake them is already taking a lot out of me, I'm not sure if I'll have enough to - "

"Can you at least try?" I said, trying to hide away the desperation in my voice and failing miserably. "Please?"

"Look, darling, I..." She paused, blinked once, and smiled again. "Yes, I'll. I'll try."

"Thank you."

"You'll owe me for this."

"I know."

Took some time, but I finally managed to pry myself loose from that one spot in the hallway, and start moving my feet again. Still had a slumbering vampire here that needed someplace a lot more comfortable than my skinny, flimsy arms to rest her head on.

Irene couldn't start on Adalia right away, adding another one to the fray would just complicate the process according to her. so for the time being, Adalia was going to have to be placed elsewhere till she was able to spare the time and energy to focus on solely her.

Unfortunately, both sofas were already full and occupied by the two kindred sleepers. and the bean bag can only do so much with its compact size, so a place down here in the living room just won't cut it.

Guest room was already taken, and I rather stand outside again than disturbing anything inside of Ash's. only one other place left to place her in then.

"Heading for bed too, darling?"

The tenderness in Irene's voice met me halfway midway up the flights of stairs, took a moment to stop and answer her through the small gaps in the steps.

"Don't think so. I'm just going to put Adalia in my room, place her on the bed where she'll be comfy."

"Oh." Her voice went stiff. "I suppose that's what a little private tutoring gets you. Maybe I should have been the one giving you the lessons instead."

"You were busy."

"Regretfully."

"I'm just placing her on the bed."

"Lucky her."

I. I don't even know what's going on anymore.

"Kidding." Irene coyly smiled, her tone going soft. "Really though, darling. go take a rest. I'll handle everything down here. Later tomorrow. well, later in the morning actually. we'll assess the damages then, alright?"

Didn't have any fight left in me to go opposing the offer she was proposing, so I took her up on it, nodding my head, mumbling a little 'alright,' as I did, and clambered the rest of the way up the staircase and into the second-floor corridor.

And besides. I don't think I'd be good company either way in the state I was in. Think she knew that.

Maybe that's why she called out to me again, speaking out those words that funneled through my bedroom doorway, words that told of comfort, of assurance.

Words that I didn't want nor deserve to hear.

"You tried."

I didn't.

"It's okay."

It wasn't.

With the resounding click of the handle, I left those words lingering behind closed doors, steeping back into the isolating confines of my bedroom walls.

My next few steps brought me lowering Adalia down to crumpled sheets, resting her head on a stray pillow I found haphazardly placed - I set her there. and then I stood, watching. staring, how at peace she looked.

Honestly, I was a little envious of that peace. Just for a moment, I wanted to forget about everything.

I didn't remember slumping into a chair, didn't even realize I was swiveling around in it, but before long I came to be aware that I was staring out the binds of my window - watching droplets fall and form dribbling trails cascading down the glass pane.

Irene said I should catch on to some sleep, there was nothing at all to worry about now.

Because it really was just rain, after all.

No.

I don't think I will.

That same arm, glazed over with grimy splotches of dried blood, I had it stretched out before me again, palm opened, fingers spread out to the murky grey clouds.

In my mind, a constant never-ending loop, replaying her words over and over again.

"Focus. Determination. Intent."

Practice.

Adalia told me to practice. So that's exactly what I was going to do. I was done being caught off guard, done relying on 'what if's and 'maybe's to get me through everything.

Bitterness wasn't going to save the city. Bitterness wasn't going to save Ash, it wasn't going to save Ria, Adalia. heck, even Amelia.

I'm going to do all I can to stop myself from feeling this way again, and to accomplish that, it was time to stop clinging to the belief that I couldn't possibly do anything.

I can do something. I will do something.

The magical fan inside me never stopped blowing once, it was like an everlasting current. all I needed to do was learn to direct it, harness it, control it.

Focus. Determination. Intent.

Didn't care how I was going to do it, I just knew I needed to do it no matter what it took.

So that when the time comes again, when all eyes, when all hope falls onto me again, I was going to make sure that it wasn't misplaced.

No more fucking it up.

No more doubts.

No more failure.

I swear it.

For now, though, my hand was still outstretched, and my lips, they silently whispered -

"Focus. Determination. Intent."

The lesson wasn't over just yet.
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I remembered myself still staring out at the rain pattering light droplets against my bedroom window. I remembered my arm, how it kept throbbing and aching.

For how long I could not remember. How many minutes, hours. I spent so much time sitting on that chair there, my legs were languishing, tingling with numbness, like small invisible knives ravaging their way from my thighs all the way down to my tippy toes.

Wasn't the most sunshine-bubbly of sights. looking back at it.

All that energy I expended on the effort, all those words, those heavy breathes I heaved. I had all that focus, all that determination, and every single intent dedicated to finishing what we started out there in the garden.

So I sat there, muttered there, remaining consistent with the somber scene I fabricated for myself. Hoping that no matter how long it took, how much willpower it'd take, I'd be able to clear that murky view outside my window.

I never got the rain to stop.

The next thing I knew, I was lifting my aching head up from my desk, slowly fluttering open a pair of groggy eyes, stretching my lips wide for a long silent yawn.

Sun was out, birds were chirping, trees were swaying.

The rain has stopped.

I tried looking around for any indication of the time anywhere, till I remembered we don't do clocks here anymore. Ash has thoroughly seen to that.

Option two became my phone, which was already laying loosely in the palm of my hand - the same hand I had outstretched.

How'd my phone get from the deepest depths of my pocket to the tips of my fingers was anyone's guess. I thought it a peculiar mystery for a brief moment until the memory portion of my brain finally decided to clock in and do its job, then it all came flooding back to me in an instant.

The memories. The emotions.

Bad memories. Bad emotions.

A little click, a soft chime, and the phone screen flickered to a bright canvas of pure blinding white - I hate the loading of internet browsers. hurts my damn eyes.

Should really get into this whole dark mode fad everyone's been going on about.

Yet that impulse is gonna have to wait for another, better time, for the webpage finally loaded in, settling itself back to the exact same place where I was last at before that dastardly Sandman came and knock me out flat with his signature sleeper punch without any warning.

Realized late through my focusing session that I wasn't getting anywhere with how I was handling things. Had no basis, nothing to go off of. I had the spirit, definitely had a resolve burning.

Just didn't have the know-how.

That's when this whole thing happen. That's why I had my phone on me. Could call it research, could say I was studying - but really I'm more for just calling a spade a spade.

This Demon Mom of mind had a pretty long extensive wiki page dedicated solely to her and her antics. Very, very long.

How long? Well, certainly long enough for me to stumble into sleep mode myself while reading through it.

Terestra had a paper trail that spanned entire centuries. From the very moment I saw her name underlined, bolded, italicized, I knew I was going to in for a ride.

Even now, as I rubbed an eye, scrolling a finger through paragraph after paragraph that filled the screen, I'm not sure where I was supposed to disembark, or if I could ever at all.

Mom's life. Or at least, the Asterian rendition of it was all laid out right here, archived, and written in the always classic Times New Roman.

I should start from the beginning. Salvage what I could from a barely functioning sleep-deprived head. Buckle your seatbelts.

Terestra the Vile is the primary antagonist the player faces during the events of Chronicles of Asteria. Not much is known of her origin, with her first recorded appearance dating back to the year 5250 A.E.

5250 A.E was a year that kept cropping up during my read-through. When I played the game, it was only mentioned once briefly in passing, so I never really thought much about it.

Guess I never reached the point where they'd followed up on what happened in that year.

'Elvanos Sar Teres' was what the Elves came to call it. The Blessed Cleansing.

Dwarves had their own nicknamed for it - Letz Narzks Om. No clue how you pronounce that, neither do I know what it even means. This wiki sucks at wiki-ing.

Luckily we human folks came to an agreement to simply call a spade a spade. Just the way I like it.

5250 A.E would come to be known all across Asteria as the year of the Great Eradication.

What happened? Terestra happened, that's what happened.

One by one, every legendary hero from all walks of life, from every kingdom, every country, had all met their grisly demise by her hand - effectively, single-handedly, rendering Asteria without its defenders. No more heroes.

There was an entire section in the wiki dedicated to that one year, but if I continued on. well, my phone can only last for so long, after all. Best I save it for another time.

Terestra was a being of unmatched power and potential. Her very presence alone enough to paralyze those unfortunate enough to sense it with only a fair few capable of withstanding her influence.

Those measly few that dare take up arms and oppose her would never come to face her, however. Wasn't for the lack of trying, I'll tell you that. Dear sweet mom just couldn't bother herself with squishing insects.

She had other people do it for her. Special people that took the greatest pride adhering to her every wish and whim.

Six people. Six servants.

The six servants of Terestra also had their own page which goes into more detail about them. I remembered taking a quick peek, just curious to see what I'd find.

In order of power ranking, the servants were -

Azamoth, The Putrid Demon. A Demon lord vanquished long ago by an unnamed hero, resurrected by Terestra to do her bidding as a deranged husk of his former self.

Caeru Ignis, The Blue Phoenix. Last of its kind, Terestra's loyal familiar. True to his name, Caeru is capable of spewing blue flames that will never stop burning.

Sera Nas, Advocator of the Damned. Heralded as the only true arbiter of death, though not really known why. nonetheless her prowess in the forbidden art of necromancy makes her a valuable ally to the Demon Goddess.

Carmilla The Matriarch. She's a Matriarch. Need I actually say anymore?

Menastro The Great. Great for a reason. Hailed in his time as the greatest and most powerful of all legendary heroes, now turned mindless slave to the very Demon Goddess he swore to slay. The only known survivor of the Great Eradication.

Last but definitely, most assuredly, not least, we have -

Eshwlyn The Elf-Knight. Feared almost as much as Terestra herself. Formerly a member of the Old Guard and former Knightness to the Great King Ardvair. Decades of force servitude had brewed a great hatred inside of her. After murdering her former comrades of the Old Guard, Eshwlyn usurped the Lazarus Stone, amassing great power that very few could ever hope to match.

I delve into the six servants' history seeking answers, yet rather than attaining any, all I got out of it was even more questions added to the ever-growing list in my head.

Two stood out to me the most.

Caeru Ignis. If I remember right, Ria's last name was also Ignis. Yet one lived and breathed in the fictional setting of Asteria, while the other resided in the very much real realm of Kronocia - so who the hell was this blue phoenix fireman?

Eshwlyn. Ash. Her little descriptor there was an entire can of worms, I'll tell you that. What's the Old Guard? Heck is this Lazarus Stone? Just how powerful did she become? All of this and more.

Funny thing was. every one of my questions can be so easily answered right then and there. All words, any term that looked foreign to me, every single one of them was highlighted in a light blue, one tap of the finger was all it would take if I wanted even more further clarification.

For Ignis. For the Old Guard. The Lazarus stone. Even Ash too.

But the thing about wiki pages right, you can so easily get lost in them, so easily be tempted by the plethora of information available right under your fingertips. Being strung along by it was almost an inevitability.

Had to fight the urge to tap on Ash's name, I had to back away from the servant page before the thought grew too tempting. It wasn't their story I came here seeking answers from. It wasn't them that would get me the answers that I needed.

Terestra.

Cruel, vile, Terestra.

It was her story that'll finally set me down on the right path to follow. Then I can finally get started on walking that trail myself. Because if I take Adalia's words to be true, then by reasons of the rational kind, anything Mom can do, so can I too.

Before sleep overcame me last night, before my head went slumping against the sturdiness of my desk, I had just only recently stumbled upon the section on her page that would rightfully turn out to be my golden ticket out of this bumpy ride.

Apparently, I was so exhausted back then, that I couldn't even find it in me to comprehend just what exactly this little find of mine could entail.

Well. I wasn't exhausted now, could definitely comprehend it now. Took the briefest of moments to let the words inscribed before me sink into my ever-eager eyes.

A slight swipe upwards, and there I was reading again.
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Discovery was a mostly quiet affair. Finger swiping. Display scrolling. Must have spent like what - a good twenty, thirty minutes?

Wasn't even done reading it all yet.

Mom was just too talented for a single session's worth of research. The most baffling thing about all of this was that this was merely the tip of the magical iceberg.

Implication's right there in the title all the way back on top of the page.
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The second-floor corridor had never looked more peculiar to me.

Something so strangely, vaguely unfamiliar about all the familiarity that surrounded me. The faint blemishes in the floorboards, white walls that hung a dozen canvases of shamelessly pretentious paintings, even the long-ass carpet I keep crumpling up whenever I drag my feet on it. walking through it felt like a whole new experience.

Couldn't really put a finger on why I felt the way that I did, that was until I took a second glance through the stairway window. Sure, I may have walked these halls many more times than I have relationships. but I don't think I've ever seen them painted in a more vivid, clearer, sunnier light.

Not a cloud rolling by in the deep ocean blue of the skies, the weather was as perfect as it could possibly be. Not even out in the country had I seen a forecast so intent on replicating pure Nirvana. It was almost as if Mother Nature herself was trying to make up for the literal hell on Earth that's been pouring down these past 24 hours.

Maybe she was feeling a bit under the weather, herself. Mood swings, amirite?

Still, I couldn't deny the fact that the view of the outdoors wasn't a sight for sore eyes. Could almost forget how dour and sour my mood was just by taking in the vibrant greens and warm yellows.

Then I finally landed myself on the broad expanse of the ground floor, which offered me, in contrast, a sobering visage that sent me tumbling right back down to the bitter dumps of reality.

Neither Ash nor Ria had moved a single inch since I last saw them. Still with breaths ever faint, still with eyes firmly shut. I had hoped they'd be conscious by now. that they'd be moving, walking, talking. Irene assured me that -

Irene wasn't with them.

That spot in the living room where she always had been, where she sat crossed-legged, deep in thought. that spot laid vacant now. I don't get it, she said the process couldn't be interrupted, that stopping before it was finished could bring about drastic consequences.

So what was this?

My eyes went scouring at once. "Where did.?"

"Sleeping." Amanda's head went poking out from the corner of the kitchen wall, before she drew it back, her footsteps echoing along with the casualness in her voice. "Should have seen her the way I saw her when I came down. She's gone way past the point of just physical exhaustion."

Okay, seriously, it's really starting to seem like we're just taking turns falling asleep at one another. Feels as if we're living in our own exclusive timezone or something.

We gotta start amending that sometime soon. but for now, though, I got more pressing things on the mind.

"The trance-breaking?" I asked, turning myself around the same corner Amanda disappeared into. "Did she do it? Is the sleep spell broken? Why are they still asleep?"

"Shh, slow down, don't panic," She said reassuringly. "She's done it. The sleep spell has been broken."

"So why are they - "

"Still asleep?" Amanda shrugged away. "Irene told me it was normal. If everything goes as planned, they'd be waking up by themselves pretty soon."

"Soon, huh?"

"Just needs a little more patience is all."

That was all fine and dandy, I suppose. But now there was just one other thing that's bugging me.

"She told you this?" I asked, stepping deeper into the kitchen. "She told you all this, but not me?"

Given the way Amanda started shaking her head, it seemed I wasn't the only one who thought it mighty peculiar.

"Strange, right?" She said. "I thought you'd be the first to get this kinda info, y'know. thought she might be eager to break the news to you first. certainly not me. I'm just here. heh, I'm not even sure why I'm here."

"Where is she now?"

"Upstairs. Room across from yours, I think? Mmm. certainly wasn't a guest room, there was a laptop on the desk."

Ash's room. From the corner of my eyes, think I might have seen the door was shut on my way down, just didn't bother to take note of it in the midst of everything.

What's up with you, Irene?

"Umm," A little clinking began to sound, fingernails tapping the side of a mug. "Don't mean to rush. but I don't suppose you could. yeah."

Amanda stood on the other side of the glossy marble countertop, laid out in front of her she has already prepared the prime essentials for the coffee-brewing procedure. I was a little impressed with how immaculate everything was laid out, until I had a look through the kitchen sink and saw the complete opposite.

"How many times?" I asked, hauling myself deeper in for a closer look at the aftermath.

"In my defense, I used to be satisfied with how I made them. I'll clean it up!" Amanda hastily drew herself up beside me back to the scene of the crime. "Then I, uh. had a taste of yours. and I just couldn't get enough of it."

Somehow it felt as if I was getting the blame shifted onto me, certainly sounded that way. like some kind of drug-dealer enticing unknowing victims to his goods. It was just caffeine, but the guilt-ridden look on Amanda's face made it seem like so much more.

Don't really think I should be feeding any addictions here, but she did answer all my questions, and I did agree to it, so. dunno, we'll send her to rehab later, I guess.

So with a complying sigh, I started to brew up two hot cups of the bitter delight - much to her own delight, that soft squeal and eager clapping of hands was the same as a kid to an amusement park.

Guess I found a favorite of hers.

It was a little while later, after a bit of sink clearing and cleaning, that we leaned ourselves against the countertop, mugs in hand, savoring the smell of the browny swirls, staring out into the living room - waiting for God knows what to happen.

We were always waiting.

Took a small sip, and decided to indulge in a bit of light chatter cause what else am I gonna do?

"I don't suppose you know how magic works, do you?"

I looked to the enamored coffee deviant to the side of me, watching the pure bliss on her expression, as her lips puckered and suckled the rims of her mug, before exhaling a great big breath of unbridled satisfaction.

She turned to look at me, smiling euphorically. "What magic?"

"Any magic, I suppose," I said, waving a hand at nothing. "You played the game many times, I assume you might know a thing or two about these things."

Her lips went burrowing into the creamy essence again, and when they next poked out, they showed to me a small frown along with a little frothy mustache on top of it.

"Uh, I'm sorry, but I'm as normal as you are. well, normal-er than you are. My only experience with spells and abilities simply boils down to just pressing the right bumper on the controller."

Wasn't a surprise to hear that, still, it didn't really stop me from feeling a little disappointed.

"Guess I'm just gonna have to wait on Irene, then." I mused, downing an even bigger gulp. "I'm going nowhere real fast with this, aren't I?"

"It's a convoluted road, yeah," Amanda said. "But I think you'll do alright with it."

There they were again. words to assure.

"What makes you say that?" I asked.

She took another sip, flashed another smile. "Just a hunch."

Hunch. the fine middle line between absolute faith and dubious doubts. I can run with hunches. At least with them, there weren't any expectations to live up to. Nobody to disappoint. No pressure. I can roll with that.

So ends the light chatter on my part, was perfectly content on finishing the rest of our drinks in silence - then Amanda turned to look at me once again.

"I was wrong by the way," She said.

I looked back, blinking once. "What?"

"The Blightfall. Asteria does have them." She continued, fulling turning herself sideways to me. "Couldn't focus on sleeping last night. So I went reading my old blogs. I found an old one I wrote about my first tour around Cyberware Game Studio."

"The ones that made Asteria."

"Yeah. Anyway, during the tour, I interviewed some of the developers of the game, I made sure to even record a transcript of it in case I forgot. One of the questions I asked the Game Director was if there was any piece of content that was cut from the game. Well obviously, he said yes."

Could kinda guess where this was going. "Blightfall."

"Global Blightfall." Amanda elaborated. "Cut mechanic. For every hundred or so innocent lives slain, Blight will start appearing in random different countries, and if the death count gets even higher, it'll even start pouring down at the exact same time. Sound familiar?"

That does sound familiar.

Very much familiar.

I think we might be able to go somewhere with this...
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Finally, we were getting somewhere.

Questioning and speculating, that was all over and done with. Planning and preparations took center stage now in the forefront of my thoughts. Amanda's little memoir over here served us the promising lead we had so far, so it was about time we got to sniffing.

For her trouble, I brewed her up another batch of the steamy bitter broth that she just couldn't quite get enough of. 

We relocated ourselves across from each other at the dining room table, bouncing ideas off of one another on just how we were going to land ourselves in another interview with Mr. Game Director himself.

Learning magic of course was still an utmost priority for me, but until I find myself a suitable teacher that - A: Wasn't asleep B: Knows a thing or two about the type of magic I'm trying to learn themselves - then I pretty much have no other choice but to leave that pressing obligation on the back burner for now.

Besides, the plan we were cooking was starting to get pretty solid. 

We know for a fact that in spite of the chaos happening across the globe, any and all local businesses situated far from the epicenter of the Blight were still up and running like nothing's ever happened, and in a stroke of good fortune, the Cyberware branch here in the city was a ways away from the sticky red/black gooey stuff.

Amanda already had an upstanding reputation with the people given her prodigious nature. All those awards and praises she had attained in her field weren't just for bragging rights, her name had a definite weight to it, and most importantly it was what's gonna get us through the front door.

After that is where the path gets mostly govern under the close eye of dear Lady Luck, the planning gets a little murky after going through those double doors. just had to hope on her that he was there, just had to hope on her that we could find him. and if we do, once we do. haven't reached that far ahead yet.

If he really was the culprit, if he really did cause the Global Blight to happen - then why? What's the end goal of turning the Earth into a land of nothing but death and decay?

The way Amanda wrote about him, the way he looked in that photo - carefree, with eyes brimming with ambition. he just didn't seem like that type of guy to be causing a Kronocia 2.0 to the world.

Guess looks can really be deceiving.

"So when do we actually put the plan into motion?" Amanda asked, frenetically tapping hyperactive fingertips against the table.

Think she might have had too much to drink.

"Good question," I took a moment to think of an even better answer. "We'll say, maybe. soon as those two over there wake up."

"Immediately right after?"

"Immediately right after."

Her patterings only got faster and faster, while she herself began making wordless grunts and noises that leaned heavily on the uncertain side of things.

"But who knows how long that'll take?" She said finally, giving voice to those gruntings. "I asked Irene that, she just said soon - but when is soon? Hours? A day? Anytime now?"

It was a valid concern, and it was not one I could quell easily, for I too had a brow raising at that. Must not forget. we too were on a time limit here. Death and decay were not going to wait for us as we idle about at a dining room table, sipping pots of coffee and talking to one another like it was a regular Sunday afternoon.

We had a matter of days now. time was really of the essence. Couldn't afford any more downtimes, the time to act was now.

"Two hours," I replied quietly. "If they don't get up within two hours, then we'll head out ourselves."

Amanda softly chuckled, pouring herself another cup straight from the pot, smiling faintly as she did. "Ahh. this was really not how I planned my week. Preventing a world-ending catastrophe was certainly not on my to-do list like - ever."

I offered a smile, and raised my mug to hers. "Welcome to the club."

She played along with the gesture, raising hers in return. Together we clinked our mugs, gave a toast, "To saving the world" and in true impetuous fashion, downed our mugs like it was the end of the world. 

That's when it happened, between slamming our cups to the table, and gasping for air - a tremble, a shake. in the corner of our eyes, mistaken once as nothing, thought twice as an overactive imagination. caffeine can do that... then three times. 

We were staring now.

The couch was moving ever so slightly. Gentle breathing interrupted by harshes, heavier ones.

Amanda and I turned to look at each other, thoughts aligned, reactions mirroring one another.

"Go wake Irene," I said to her.

No hesitation, no words, Amanda hastily stood and raced up the staircase two steps at a time, as I scrambled and spurred, skidding to a sharp stop in-between both sofas.

My neck was getting a workout, twisting wildly from one to the other. I wasn't sure where to keep my gaze fixated, only sparing a second or two at one place before it went swinging round to another. 

Ears perked, eyes wide. drowning out the ambiance all around, a small sign of life was all I needed, a slight jerk, heavy breathes maybe.just anything but the silence of slumber.

Ash remained inert, ears limp, loose strands of white draped across a blank expression. It was hard to tell if she had even moved a single inch, if ever at all. her arms still to her side, her face still slanting slight. The luster and shine of her emerald eyes, still nowhere to be seen.

I missed looking into them. As much as I did the assuring warmth of flames burning bright.

There wasn't a single straying ember from those long locks of smoldering hair, the luminosity of Ria's flames still burned as dim as the darkness did. She's never been a quiet one, she. there always something that needed to be said, always a remark that needed remarking. those lips of hers never stopped flapping for even just a moment.

There were times I yearned for peace of mind whenever she came barging into a room. but it was only now, after everything, that I've come to realize that I've had it all backward.

Not being to hear her at all was a hundred times worse. She was much better off talking her lungs off. 

But she still wasn't talking.

Ria still wasn't moving.

And Ash.

Maybe it really was just the caffeine.

I turned, a step forward back to the dining room table, already readying my sorries for a mildly irked Irene, an apprehensive Amanda. A false alarm, an overactive imagination, that was it all was. excuse the disturbance.

Then I saw it, a glint, a shimmer, stopping me dead in my tracks. through fluttering narrow slits. a hint of emerald green. 

Couldn't believe what I was seeing.

"Master." She murmured.

What I was hearing.

I stumbled towards her, feeling a tightness, a sudden swelling inside of me, constricting my voice. "Ash."

Her eyes blinked once, movement, her hands struggling to impel herself into upright. Expressions, emotions, I could see them forming, confusion, bewilderment, how her eyes slowly searched all around.

I expected questions, many, many questions. about herself, about what happened. The first thing she'll say, I thought I'd knew exactly what it'd be.

Never have I been more wrong. It wasn't herself that she worried for, it wasn't just confusion showing in her eyes...

"Master," Her voice was husky, her gaze heavy. "Are you. are you unharmed?"

That was it. That was what cracked any restrain I still had within me. I wanted to give her a smile, wanted to simply assure that everything would be alright. I didn't.

Didn't know how. Didn't know when. I remembered standing before her, looking at her...

The next I knew... I had my arms wrapped firmly around her, quivering hands curling into fists. Ash gave an audible gasp, I knew I was close... closer than I should be, arms tighter than they should be. I just didn't care, I didn't want to let go.

This feeling. this relief. after such a long, long marathon of nothing but harrowing plights. after every bad news one after the next. this one time, something finally went right.

And now I could hope again that everything will be alright.

"I'm alright," I said to her, I assured to myself. "Thanks for asking."

I didn't know one bit how she was processing everything. The stillness, the silence, I didn't know what any of that meant, until I felt her. felt her arms slowly cling to me too, heard her breathe. how relieved it sounded.

And I knew exactly what that meant.

I was glad to see you too, Ash.
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"Blacken. Blight."

Ash's eyes stared solemnly into her hands that rested atop her lap. I sat in the empty space she made where her feet were once stretched out. The slow blinking and the silence. they both nearly guilted me into apologizing for giving such a rude awakening.

Catching her up to speed on things was a process done with a heavy heart. Wasn't at all particularly fond of having to be the one to bore all the bad news to her. especially immediately right after a long sleeping session. 

Nevertheless, someone had to do it and who else better to relay the situation to her than me?

Ash's contemplation lasted as brief as my explanation did. She raised her head, no fear, no hesitation, it was just plain resolve that glimmered in her emerald eyes.

Just as you would have expected from a knight of her caliber, resolve was her sword, and determination was her shield. 

"Master," She began, her tone firm, words spoken in absolutes. "I regret deeply that I couldn't be at your side in a moment of great need. This dishonor, I would come to rue it for as long as I still hold breath. As a Servant, I've failed my Master twice now."

Failure. I was all too familiar with that feeling, that expression on her face. It hurt to see herself afflicted with the throes of self-loathing even more than it did myself. 

Cause I knew between the both of us. only one of us was undeserving of it. 

Ash continued to speak. "Being ensnared in the Blight's beguiling haze. in slumber, I heard... voices, many of which I thought I'd never hear again. It was nice to hear them again. They spoke words of comfort to me."

"What did they say?" I asked.

"Stay," Ash said, her voice going soft. "They said stay. That it will not hurt here. That you will not feel pain here. You're safe here."

It was just a dream. I wanted to assure her that that was merely all it had been. A long sleep meant a long dream. I almost said it, but I didn't. Because how could I be so sure that it really was?

I let her continue.

"It was as the voices said. It did not hurt, it did not ache. With them, I felt at peace, I felt a happiness... and I. I wanted to stay. I didn't want to leave. I hated that I didn't. I was utterly convinced that nothing else mattered so long as I was with them, their voices. their words. Friends, family. Lenora was with me again, and I intended never to leave her again." 

The way she spoke about it, how it sounded, more real than any vivid dream. You could tell. I could tell... the yearning in her voice made it all crystal clear. She longed for it, truly she did.

But she was here now, awake, aware, so something must have happened after. Irene's influence, maybe. That long, long night of thorough concentration. That must have been it.

I spoke again. "What changed your mind?"

At this point, I was still expecting a simple straightforward 'I woke up' to end her tale. Then she relinquished her answer, she stared straight at me, and then I wasn't so sure anymore.

"You did, Master." 

It was my turn to receive an awakening of my own. I blinked, cocked my head, and without even thinking, already spoke. "What?"

"It was you," Ash affirmed. "Before I realized it, I saw that your presence had joined the others as if you had always been there all along. But unlike them, unlike their voices, you did not speak a single word to me. You refused to budge, keeping as still as a statue. You were just there, standing. your hand out towards me."

I felt myself impulsively shifting closer, leaning closer, hanging onto her every word. 

"What happened after?"

"They said never to take your hand. They said you were there to take me away from them. That if I went, I could never come back. I'd lose everything. My happiness, my peace. I'd lose Lenora again. I didn't want that. So I stayed, I refused to acknowledge you. for so long, I ignored your presence. But you were still there. still with your hand outstretched." 

Ash made a show, lifting her hand towards me, speaking as she did. "Like this."

I didn't know what came over me, but before I could question it, my hand was already reaching, my fingers already intertwining with hers. I gripped her hand. 

Ash gripped back. 

"It was like that too," She said, a faint smile on her face. "I still fail to understand why I did. even after every discouragement, even knowing the repercussions, I still found myself walking, reaching for you, and when I finally held your hand. it felt just like this. That's when I woke, that's when I saw you standing before me again."

Ash's smile slowly began to fade. "I am yet to forgive myself for the ineptitude I've displayed while under you. My promise was to always keep you out of harm's reach and I've still yet to uphold that pledge I made to you. There is a time to lament these thoughts, a time to admonishment myself for my failures. but I realize now is not that time."

There it was again - her sword and shield. 

"If what you say is true, if the Blight has indeed blackened, then we are of little time. For now, all these doubts and grievances, I shall cast aside. I stand with you through it all, once more, I shall give my all. and I swear to you, with absolute certainty. I will not fail you a third time."

It was amusing. She mirrored me in so many ways. The self-deprecation, the sense of never trying hard enough, the way she cast all that aside, the resolutions she was making. I've been down that same road not even a full 24 hours ago, and here she was speeding along that highway at a record pace.

Was like deja vu in Elf-form.

I nodded at her words, smiled at her bolstered resolve, and said to her something I should have told her a long time ago. "You never had, Ash."

She simply smiled at that, didn't refuse it, didn't refute it, hadn't yet to pry her hand away from mine. I didn't want to let go either. but then I had a stray thought worming its way from my head and onto my lips.

"Wait, so if I appeared to you in the trance, and if that's what snapped you awake," I began, feeling my gaze start to drift to the sidelines. "Then Ria. who would it be for her?"

"It certainly wouldn't be you, that's for sure." 

That wasn't Ash that spoke. That voice. I recognized that inflection, the sharpness, sternness. I spun my eyes the other way around towards the direction of the stairs. 

There I found Amanda and Irene standing shoulder to shoulder beside one another. Three guesses - who do you think the culprit could be? Certainly couldn't be the one hyped-up verging on a caffeine overdose. 

I'm willing to wager my bets to the cross-armed detective that loomed over the couch with eyes so heavy and somber. Guess, she wasn't much of a morning person too.

Seeing her mere inches away got me keeping my hands to myself again, scooting over a marginal distance to the other end of the sofa. Of course, surreptitious as I tried to be, my actions failed to go unnoticed from her ever-piercing gaze.

"You're awake," I said, and immediately wanted to bite my tongue at such a stupid statement.

Irene seemed to share the same sentiment. "Nice of you to notice." 

There were a couple of glaring things 'bout her reemergence that I was starting to take notice of. The most prominent of which, being the drastic change in her demeanor. She got that suffocating air about her again, that no-nonsense feel, accentuated further by the downward slant in her brows. making it look like she was always crossed at something or someone.

Her white blouse was buttoned up nice and proper, no longer feeling the need to expose more than she really should. Hair kept up nicely in a tight bun as opposed to the loose ponytail that flailed about all throughout the night. 

Uptight in tone, rigid in posture. it almost as if the wild and loose Irene from last night had all but been a dream, a vivid lascivious hallucination that had gone with the midnight storm. 

One thing. There was only one thing that kept it from being just a simple figment of the imagination. For as intimidating, for as strict as they looked, Irene's eyes refused to meet contact with my own for any longer than a second. Those hazel browns kept veering away left, right, and pretty much anywhere but center to mine.

Heck. if she wasn't gonna mention anything, I wouldn't either.

"So, about Ria," I said. "What's happening to her?"

Irene anchored on to that topic, latching her gaze permanently to the figure still in slumber. "The same that happened with your Elf. It's the Enstar's call. She's having the same voices inside her head telling her to stay, I'm sure." 

"What then? The voices aren't letting her leave?"

She continued to stare, continued to explain. "What I did was last night was not break the trance - I only offered a lifeline out of it instead. How that lifeline manifest is up to their own imagination but it essentially gives them a way out if they choose to accept it."

It wasn't a solid enough anchor apparently, Irene's eyes drew away even from her too, exhaling a heavy breath. "So what's happening to her is pretty clear. Ria herself is refusing to wake up."
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After much careful deliberation and consideration in regards to such a sobering revelation, with every pair of eyes in all shapes and sizes pointed squarely onto my being throughout the duration, I finally took action and made a decision.

Ria had only another hour. No more, no less.

Irene told me it didn't matter, that something as arbitrary as time itself meant absolutely nothing when enraptured by the Enstar's Call, the voices of the void - that if Ria hadn't woken up by now. then she wasn't waking up at all.

That Ria doesn't want to wake up at all.

Another moment of deliberation and consideration. Reached another decision.

I told her only another hour. No more, no less. 

Irene didn't try to dissuade any further afterward, leaving for the upstairs after only a brief nod my way, but before she did, I called out to her again. She stopped in her ascent, her hazel eyes staring silently through the gaps in the steps, just as mine did the night before. 

But unlike back then, Irene didn't look eager at all to find herself gazing in my direction, gone was the tenderness, the gentleness. it was a little difficult to readjust back to the cold, apathetic stare that had always been second nature.

I tried, I smiled. "Thank you," I said to her as sincerely as I could. "For everything, really. thanks."

She couldn't even muster up a smile anymore. Another nod, as fleeting as the last, and she was gone, footsteps fading into the distance. 

There was a silent tension in the air that had arisen to replace her absence, that tension wasn't great company, it was awkward, didn't talk too much. and pretty much put a damper on the overall mood.

The only one that didn't seem to mind it one bit was the Elf-Knight to my side, darting her eyes from left to right with great bemusement.

"Was that the Succubus, Master? The one you mentioned that aided you with the Matriarchs?" Ash asked, settling her gaze onto the flight of stairs.

Irene and Ash. Completely forgot that they were yet to be officially introduced to each other. That back then was essentially their first direct interaction together, fleeting glances at one another and nothing more. Not exactly the best of ice breakers if I'm being honest.

"That's Irene, yeah." I responded. "You got her to thank for waking you up too."

"I had sensed a great palpable tension between the two of you. Had she done something to you?"

There was a hacking, choking, a half-cough half-laugh hybrid echoing from the shallow rims of a coffee mug. Amanda lowered her cup, her lips doused in brown liquid.

"Sorry." she sputtered, wiping her mouth with the sleeve of her tracksuit. "I'll be quiet."

Ash blinked in her direction. "You must be Amanda. Master made mention of you."

Amanda sheepishly raised a hand, stifling a cough. "Pleasure."

Without skipping a beat, Ash bowed her head with much refinement and grace. "It's an honor to finally make your acquaintance."

Amanda, in return, simply coughed. "Likewise."

'Least this introduction went much smoother than Irene's one. Less on the tense side, but really leaning a lot more on the awkward. Balances out, I suppose.

"You got an hour free, Amanda," I said. "What are you gonna do with it?"

"Prepare, I think. Not really sure what for. But yeah, I'll go prepare myself. After coffee, of course."

Well, the pitcher on the table was still half full so it looks as if she's gonna have a long relaxing drink ahead of her. Ultimately, it was not only her that needed prepping, I had to freshen up as well, reinvigorate myself. and the best way to go about doing that would be a long, cold shower.

But before I could even finish out the act of standing up, Ash spoke out again, her voice as firm as the words that followed.

"I shall be going with you."

That sent me plummeting back onto the couch, the cushion seat sinking from the impact. This outdoor venture we had planned comprised of only Irene, Amanda, and I, bringing Ash along was not at all in the cards here, the thought never even occurred to me. Know why?

"I think it's better for you if you took a moment for yourself, Ash. Sit this one out, you know?"

That's why. 

But obviously, Ash thought different.

"I've seated enough for one day," She said. "Master, I'm afraid I have to insist. After everything, I wish not to see you in harm's way any longer. In here, staying here, I cannot protect you."

A little outing wasn't going to kill me. I had those words ready, a smile ready, fully intent to reassure. Then I realized. oh yeah, they very nearly did. It's almost a wonder I didn't have a phobia of the outdoors yet. Ash had a point on that front.

And what's more. I have a feeling she really needed this much more than I actually needed her protection. Denying her now, after everything she had said... I'd just be doing more harm than good.

Even if it was with the best of intentions. After all...

Kindness can hurt, too.

Starting to understand that now. 

Got ready another smile, and some other words to say instead. "Then I guess you better hop into the bathroom too, then."

Clearly Ash didn't expect me to start doubling back on my words in the blink of an eye. The way she stared at me all confounded-like, don't think she even believed what her pointed ears were hearing.

So I doubled down, standing back up to my feet as I did. "You've been in those same clothes for nearing three days now. Thought Elf-Knights were supposed to be more well-groomed than that or was I mistaken?"

There it was. something I haven't heard for so long, hiding beneath long fringes of ashen hair, a small giggle emerging from a faint smile. 

No, you were not," She said. "I shall go now and do just that."

Ash sprang up after me, a newfound spring to her step, and began making her way up the flight of stairs. Like Irene, she too momentarily paused midway through the climb, those gaps in between wooden slabs had her emerald eyes glimmering bright, staring. sincerely staring...

"Thank you, Master," She muttered to me before disappearing too into the halls of the second floor.

Think it's about time for me to vanish up those steps too. It was only a short sixty minutes, after all. Better make it count. 

"She is not at all how she talks and acts in-game," Amanda remarked, staring away to where Ash was last seen. "I think I prefer this Eshwlyn over the other."

"Spoiler alert," I said, placing a hand onto the stair handle.

"Ahh." Amanda raised a hand apologetically and with the other as if to negate the gesture, sipped away on another brimming steaming cup. "My bad."

I'm starting to think coffee was her way of coping with everything. Can relate. It's okay Amanda, you'll pull through. We both will.

"I'll be going first," I said to her from up above the second landing.

Amanda simply raised her glass up in the air as a response. swaying it as sluggish as the most inebriated of alcoholics. 

Ascending up was an easier time than descending down. Whereas before I shambled my way down like a zombie devoid of purpose, now it's like I never felt more alive even if I tried.

That's not to say it was all sunshine and warmth from here on out, because there can't possibly be no sunshine if she's still gone. no warmth while she was still away.

And Ria has already been gone for too long.

Why wasn't she waking? Why was she refusing? How much did she long for those voices in her head, and how much did it hurt out here for her to rather stay in slumber?

Always thought of her as the bubbly, springy bird that could never fizzle out. But even with that impression, I knew that was something about her didn't seem too right to me. 

Everyone had their bleak moments. I just didn't know how dark hers would actually be.

Those steps towards my bedroom were ones filled with these thoughts. But I couldn't linger on them for long as I liked. I still had that hour ahead of me. I knew I had to make use of it for things that I can actually control.

Focus. Determination. Intent.

A quick shower would take the better part of ten minutes. Wonder how many times I could repeat those words in fifty?

Guess I'm about to find out.

As I swung my door, briefly I thought of Irene. maybe she could show how it's really done. But then I remembered her eyes, her stare. and immediately wave aside the prospect.

Don't think she'd be too enthused about seeing me at the moment, let alone talk to me.

Shows what I know, doesn't it?

The door swung close behind me, grazing my back in the process - not even properly entered into the room, yet I continued to stand as still as a statue. I looked, everything was as it should be, all save for one.

Adalia on the bed continued to slumber, the A/C unit continued to blow. yet the rays in the window didn't shine as brightly as before.

Irene stood front and center, arms crossed, staring back at me again, with eyes ever so tender.

"We need to talk."
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We need to talk.

That was a statement I expected much, much later down the line. Some time maybe after the dust had settled, when all problems had been resolved, certainly didn't expect it to be soon. I certainly didn't expect it to be now.

Hadn't even had that bath yet.

The last time I was in a bedroom with a Succubus, my heart went pounding and thumping against my chest harder and faster than any stick to a drum, with rationality and common sense merely hanging on by a thread.

Not a surprise that these things stayed unchanged the second time around. Right here, right now. I felt all that and more - because not only did I find myself alone once more with that very same succubus. that succubus now looked just as mortified as I was about this whole thing.

Could feel the tension between us pulling me down so hard, frankly I'm surprised it didn't just outright replace the gravity of the planet. 

I stood by the door there for what seemed like an eternal eternity of eternalness, before something substantial even happened. if you even call it that.

Irene cleared her throat, and veered her gaze sideways from mine. "Could you. could you make sure the door is locked?"

Her voice was soft, but it wasn't gentle. spoken in a way that fitted more like an order than a simple ordinary request. Or maybe I'm just simply overthinking everything, I don't know. with her, everything was either-or. 

Decided to throw my hat into the ring, and hear how I sounded myself, starting with a simple, "Sure. why?"

I'm surprised I still could sound so casual about things. Guess that's a good thing, wasn't it? Much better than how she was faring at least.

Never heard a sigh brimming with so much exasperation 'till she sent hers funneling my direction, the stare she gave had very little patience in it, that's when I knew pointless stupid questions wouldn't be tolerated.

Did as I was told, reaching behind me, and twisting the lock until I heard that little click.

"Done," I said.

Another sigh sounded, not as irritated as the last, but much wearier, if anything. 

"So," I heard myself swallow hard. "Talk?"

"Yeah," Irene's voice remained as stiff as ever. "So. about us." 

"What about us?"

The way she kept twisting and grinding her feet into the floorboards, not even the cold, aloof centuries-old detective was immune to the effects of pure, raw, untamed awkwardness. 

Would have been an amusing sight if only I hadn't been her partner in crime.

"There's no beating around the bush, is there?" She muttered so quietly, I had to strain myself to even hear her. "I want to. can you tell. do you - do you resent me for what I did last night?"

What. Wait. Resent?

"Of course not," I said immediately. "It was weird, yeah. arousing, yes. not what I signed up for, most definitely. but I'm not gonna hold it against you. You weren't yourself."

"Yeah, in the same way, a drunkard isn't held accountable just cause he had too much to drink - I wasn't myself."

"If you feel guilty for it, don't. I don't think of you as any less for it."

"You should," She said, nodding her head with narrowed lips. "I fully knew what I was doing and I still did it. It wasn't right. I took advantage of you and I augh - I even called you 'darling', oh by the Divines, please kill me."

"It's over and done with, Irene. It happened but it's over. No harm, no foul. Nothing happened. See - you're even back to yourself now." I felt eyebrows furrow. "How are you back to yourself now?" 

Irene stared down at the floorboards, squirming still, unconsciously stroking her fingers in her palms. 

"I was done with the trance-breaking before dawn broke. I wanted to see you, I guess I wanted you to praise me, so I went to your room - forgot you were sleeping." 

She slowly raised a hand, and pocketed it into her breast pocket, from it, she pulled out something small, something square, and something that strongly hinted of spice and everything I abhor in an odor.

My nose understood it before my eyes did, scrunching up like shriveled leaves. The cologne Ria so generously gifted me had found its way into Irene's slender hands.

"Found this instead," Irene said.

Guess she finally found the ultimate nullifier for her trouble-stirring pheromones. Good on her. Glad to see that skunk in a bottle actually be put to good use.

"So long as I keep applying it every once in a while for a day or two, I won't be coming on to you anytime soon."

"That's good," I said, smiling at her as encouragingly as I could be. 

Yet she didn't look too encouraged though. "Yeah."

Though perhaps the discussion had run itself dry, and I wasn't too keen on letting silence fester about. so I went on, talking about the first thing that came to sight and mind.

"Adalia." I muttered, pointing a finger to the bed. "Don't suppose you still could.?"

"Sorry Darl - " Irene blinked, grimacing heavily. "Sorry, unfortunately, I've exhausted all I have already. Anymore. and I'll just turn red again, and this whole process would repeat. and the cologne can only do so much. Plus, it'll take too much time, time we really don't have."

"Oh," I was expecting that, doesn't make it sting any less though. "It's okay. I'm just glad you managed to get someone back." 

She shook her head. "Couldn't get Ria."

"It's okay," I said. "You tried."

Didn't realize I was throwing her own words back at her until I've already said it. She noticed. obviously she did, 'least she knew that she did try, it's more than I can say for myself.

"Yeah," Irene nodded, brushing loose strands of hair back with a swipe of her hand. "Thanks."

It was plain to see how obvious the guilt was eating at her. Still refusing to look at me, still writhing and squirming, that strong, stern indifferent demeanor has all but left the building.

Maybe I should do her a solid.

"Do you want me to forget about what happened?" 

Her head cocked upwards, her eyebrows too. "Huh?"

"Forgive and forget," I elaborated, leaning myself against the closed door. "Except there's nothing to forgive and everything to forget. What happened between us - ancient non-existent history. You don't say anything, I don't say anything."

Irene continued to stare, her eyes finally for once making contact, but what I got in one aspect in communication, I traded for another. Irene didn't say anything to it.

It's fine. Gestures exist for a reason.

"Good deal, no? We can go back like nothing ever happened in the first place. So, uh. I guess. nod once for yes, shake twice for no?"

Thought to myself that this might be get-out-of-jail for the both of us. I was wholly committed to the idea if it'd bring her comfort. I thought she'd be too, thought she'd jump at the opportunity in a heartbeat, thought what I'd ended up seeing from her would be a firm resolute nod.

Irene shook her head twice.

Guess not.

"I. rather you didn't," She whispered to me, her hazel brown eyes no longer straying from mine. "No deal."

I sighed, I asked, "Why?"

"I don't know."

"So you really like me, then?'

"I don't know," She said again.

"It's complicated?"

"It's complicated."

Fucking hell, it's complicated. Got me itching my scalp here at the utter complicated-ness of it all. But whatever, alright. I won't forget. She won't forget. Like always, I'll just do as she says. 

Gave another smile, and nodded again. "Okay. Forgiven but not forgotten. All well that ends well, hm?

Apparently not. She was still squirming, still standing in place. for some reason or another, the guilt only intensified. That's when I had a feeling that this was much more than just a talk.

"Maybe not," I said, taking a step towards her. "Is there anything else?"

"There is," she said, hanging her head. "Good eye, detective, very good eye."

"Not good news, I presume?"

"Presume away."

"Is it still about us?"

"It's still about us."

I took a second step closer, there wasn't a chance for a third one. Irene retreaded back, her face burning into her palms, hissing the most infuriating breath I heard in a while.

"I'm an IDIOT!" She yelled through her hands. "What was I even thinking?!"

"What were you thinking?" I said calmly, both arms out towards her trying to get her to do much of the same. "What's up?"

"Pinkie promise."

"What?"

"Pinkie promise!" Irene swiped her hands down, unveiling a flustered expression so unlike the stoicness I've come to know of her. "That stupid promise I made you do!"

Had to jog my memory for a bit to understand what exactly she was referring to, then it just popped in out of nowhere and I finally remembered. 

"Oh, you mean, loving you, ravaging you, embracing you - "

"Do not repeat it!"

Irene was staring daggers, and I was as lost and confused as a kid in a shopping mall. "What about it?"

Pointless stupid questions wouldn't be tolerated. I forgot. And Irene heaved again, rubbing her forehead with her palms.

"You promised a demon. You bargained with a demon." 

Oh. Oh shit.

"You know the phrasing 'a deal with the devil'? Well, you just formed a pact with one - you'll have to fulfill it. one way or another."
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A thud.

The back of my head. A closed door. 

Big ouch.

I wasn't shocked, what I just heard didn't exactly have me being shooketh to the core. Fact was, aside from being blown back from the initial impact by such a sudden turn of events, I really couldn't find it myself to clap my cheeks and scream my lungs out in a panic.

Maybe it's just cause I was processing it still, I just kept thinking perhaps it wasn't as bad as she was wording it out. I like to think that. but just taking a glance at Irene, rapidly unraveling by the seams, I'm not so sure I should be making any more assumptions too bright and nice.

"So, I formed a pact with a Succubus," I said, going through it piece by piece. 

Irene kept scratching her forehead. "No, no, I coerced you into a pact. Nothing to do with you. you didn't know. That credit's all mine." 

"Nevertheless, I still agreed."

"To a pinkie promise." She scoffed. "Not to a magical binding covenant with a mythical inept being."

"What happens if I don't hold my end of the bargain?" I asked.

Her answer was blunt. "You die."

"If I try to loophole it?"

"You die."

"Worm my out?"

"Dead."

"You can't just break it?"

"I can."

"Oh?"

"But you'll die."

"Oh."

Okay. Demonic promises are as strict as they get, aren't they? Christ almighty. You'd think maybe these beings of deception would be a little lax on their rules and restrictions considering their fondness of breaking the no-nos of others. 

On the bright side, if there ever was such a thing present still, 'least now I finally get why she was so apprehensive towards me, more so than I expected her to be. 

The show of guilt, the veering of eye contact. Yep. signing someone's death warrant would do that to a person, and she had her name all over the fine print. bright, bold, and sealed firmly with a little not so innocent promise.

"I don't get it though," I said, trying to unclutter the growing clutter in my already cluttered head. "You trusted me, right? Why the pact, then? Why was it necessary to even have to use it on me?"

Irene, I just noticed, when nervous and unsure, tends to get rather touchy with herself. Be it rubbing her forehead, clamping a hand on her lips, crossing arms, and touching elbows. it was a tell, it was a very obvious tell for when something truly bothered her.

And my question wasn't exactly designed to soothe one's soul in the first place.

"Is it complicated too?" I asked.

"No! Look, I did it because I wanted - I wanted to - it's because I just wanted you!" Irene snapped, blinking rapidly down to her feet. "I figured I needed assurance, I didn't want any takebacks in case I couldn't get you. and I was gonna get you. one way or another."

She finished, her voice trailing away into silence. She was crossing her arms again, shaking her head again. I've never seen her lose this much composure before, even back when our lives were truly at stake, even then, she still had her head held high.

Not here. Not now.

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you this sooner," She said, sighing. "Wish I didn't have to tell you this at all. Look, you're free to despise me for it, I won't hold it against - "

"I'm not angry at you," I said.

"You're... not?"

I shook my head. "No point. Lashing out at you isn't gonna make the problem disappear by itself, and you're not exactly going easy on yourself about it too. I rather we just focus on resolving this."

R-resolving this," Irene gave a short disbelieving chuckle, batting her eyelids bemusingly. "You. you do realize what we're going to have to do in order to resolve this, right? You do know what the pact requires of you. yes?"

There was no use trying to sidestep the elephant in the room, we'll be better off just facing it head-on.

"That I have to have sex with you," I said.

"No, it's not just sex, I - ! " Her hands went a full round around her again, before she continued. "This is not as simple as a quick one-night stand. the things that you need to. "

"Take you, hold you, kiss you, ravage you, embrace you."

"I said stop repeating it!"

"Love you..." I finished, staring right at her bright pink face. "I think I kinda get the gist of it."

Irene slowly settled to calmer levels, taking in a deep breath. "You shouldn't have to be doing this."

"Well, I kinda have to now if I don't want to end up biting the dust a second time," I responded, leaning away from the door once more. "Do I have a time frame or something?"

Irene continued to stand at the center of the room, never once moving an inch, yet still managing to writhe and squirm her body enough for a full workout session. 

The way her eyes looked into mine, I could sense the questions piling into her narrowed lips - then they parted open, voicing out what I have been asking myself this whole time.

"Why are you so accepting about this?"

I was trying to figure out the answer to that myself. 

Why was I taking it all in stride? 

I knew the risk, understood the implications, yet I never found myself hesitating once. It was strange. it was really, really strange. I didn't know how to respond to her, so I gave her the only answer I had to offer right then.

"It's complicated."

She blew a breath, her disbelief ever apparent. "You can't just brush this off. These things. what I'm asking of you. these are things you should be doing with someone you actually love. Not me. Not just because I want it. What of. what about the Elf? What about her? Don't you like her?"

"Look, Irene," I sputtered. "What - what do you want me to say?" 

"Just the truth," She said, her voice gentle. "How do you really feel?"

I was walking, I was scratching my head, I was sputtering unintelligibly mumblings, and then I was collapsing into my little swivel chair, spinning and swaying. till finally settling right across from her gaze.

Was doing my utmost trying to suppress the thoughts of any Ashen-haired maiden from coming to mind, then Irene just had to go cracking a hole in the dam. now here comes the flood.

Honestly, I didn't know what to think. I felt like I just got plopped into the set of a romance film. wasn't even all that good, to be honest. All those years of movie night with mom have led up to this pivotal point, and now that it was here, I was drawing a blank.

Thinking of Ash hurt. At this point in time, I'm willing to admit I've grown mighty fond of the dumpster-dwelling Elf, I wouldn't go as far as saying that I'd die for her but, hey.

I already had, haven't I? 

It's time to fill in that blank with words.

"Yes, I like Ash," I began, sitting upright on the seat. "But you, I like too. In my own special way, I like you all, including Adalia." 

Irene nodded, listening intently. "Some more than others though, yes?"

"True."

"Yet still you're going to go through with - "

"I am," I said. "We'll do it. for my sake and yours. This is standard rom-com 101, the reluctant lovers, the fake lovers, you know? We'll follow the trope and we'll be home-free."

"Fake lovers," Irene muttered to herself. "You're loopholing." 

"No I'm not."

"The pact stipulates that - "

"That I have to love you," I interjected, standing up to my feet. "Nothing there about ever being IN love with you."

Irene cocked her head back, furrowing her brows. "And the difference?" 

"So long as you're convinced that I'm in love, and that you feel loved. then I've fulfilled my end of the bargain, right?"

Slowly but gradually, the detective was regaining back the traits that made Irene, Irene. Her cool composure, her aloof gaze, and her distant demeanor. less touchy-feely now, less squirmy now.

Apparently, my suggestion was reeling her back to how she usually was. She stood there for a moment, her hazel eyes lost to me in deep contemplation, before I saw her glance back at me and give a single approving nod.

"Hoodwink a Succubus," She said, smacking her lips. "It's clever."

I shrugged. "Thank you."

"Well, now you just made it harder for yourself. You shouldn't have told me that. Now how am I ever supposed to believe that you're ever in love with me?"

"Well, I mean. you already like me, don't you?"

She blinked. "No, it's - It's complicated."

"Not really," I muttered, and then I did something that I never want, for the life of me, to ever do again.

I started small. A simple stare, basic eye contact, my eyes on hers. Confusion settled in almost immediately but I kept my eye straight. Then a smirk, a subtle curl in the corner of the lips had her tilting her head at me, but I wasn't done just yet.

I started to approach her, slowly, confidently, never once steering away from her. Still with that smile, still with that stare, I placed myself just mere inches away from where she was standing.

The results?

A step backward, a reddened face, and Irene once more with her gaze astray, touching elbows and crossing arms.

Thank you, Movie-nights. Thank you, Mom. It's gonna be a cold day in Hell before I ever do any more bad-boy shenanigans ever again.

"Now that we have our answer," I said, stepping away and giving her back some semblance of personal space. "I don't think it'll take too long to have you convinced."

Irene looked a little annoyed, the tomato-red hue of embarrassment draining of her face. But admittedly it was hard to deny the hard evidence when it was literally staring right at her in the face.

She was truly a maiden in love. 

Why, though? I've yet to figure that out. Stay tuned.

"And what if the exact opposite happens," She asked. "What if you end up falling for me instead?"

"If I fell for you? Huh, well... " I looked at her, giving a crooked smile "That's what you wanted, right?"

Irene, much to her surprise, couldn't find a response to that.

"So." I said, rubbing my hands. "What's my deadline?"
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The sound of running water was sweet serene music for the ailing soul. Right from the very moment I turned the faucet, I was soaked in the warm cascading streams of comfort, feeling every single droplet dribble down every strand of my hair, every open pore in my skin. there's just no other feeling like it.

Some people wished for the fast-lane of fame, others yearn the glitter and gleam of fortune, but not me though. Install a bathtub in my bathroom, you'll never see a happier face on a person that could topple my own.

It was the perfect place to refresh myself, cleanse myself, do away with these bothersome thoughts, let the water carry them away to their rightful place. to be siphoned in a swirling whirlpool down into the metal grate of the drainage pipe, where they belong.

But there were those rare special exceptions, thoughts, that as much as tried to scrub and rinse, would only nestle deeper into my psyche like some kind of psychic parasite that's gotten a bit too clingy for its own good.

Seems this time, I may have had a growing infestation. Irene's timeframe was a stubborn parasite. 

According to her, I wouldn't have to be putting on the suave moves on her just yet. All were equal and just in the eyes of the pact, the terms that we agreed on go both ways. 

Irene wasn't done helping me out just yet, and so long as I still needed her help, I wasn't at all obligated to blow her a kiss every time I go looking her way. The flirty lovey-dovey side of the deal would only come into play once everything was said and done.

It was only after the dust had settled, only once the city streets were no longer smeared in the blackened essence of decay, and the sleeping finally awoke. only then were we required to finally get down to business.

For now, just try to forget about it. 'Least that's what Irene suggested, gone from the confines of my bedroom walls with the slam of a door. 

Well, I was trying to alright. scrubbing myself to a raw pink, splashing my face with enough puddles of water to drown myself in it, yet all that came out of it was the dirt and grime I've accumulated rinsing down to the soapy wet tiles at my bare feet.

And, forgive me for being presumptuous, but I had a feeling that Irene was faring a lot worse at it than I was. I don't know how we're ever gonna look at each other and not think about what laid ahead of us in the future.

All I knew for today, was that it was definitely going to be an awkward few hours in the backseat of the car. I would very much just rather stay soaked in the bathroom till the end of time.

Could very well have stayed there forever, but just as all good things were, bathtime had to come to an end. Too soon, and too swift.

There was a gentle knock on the bedroom door, three solid raps, and the clearing of a throat. Those two actions in that order. I knew who was standing behind that doorway.

"Master?" 

I turned the faucet in the opposite direction, bidding a soft farewell to my comforting streams, and let my voice bounce its way across the porcelain walls.

"I'm here, Ash."

Hearing her, just knowing that she was up and about, and not in an eternal slumber, was something I'd never take for granted again, made even better by the fact we were finally on speaking terms again.

It no longer felt as if I was walking on eggshells whenever I tried to strike up a conversation. It felt so good that I could pull a towel from the railings, rubbed it around me, and say to her without having to fret, "Did you need something?"

I'd like to think she felt the same way too. Maybe it was just plain placebo and desire, but hearing past the muffle of the doors, she certainly did sound that way.

"No, but, thank you for asking all the same. Ah - but I regret to inform you that Lady Amanda seems to be acting quite a bit. peculiar, I should say."

Lady Amanda, huh? Heh, everyone's got a title now...

"I have wondered briefly if it would have been alright to simply leave her be. but I realized it'd be better if I leave that judgment to someone who knew her better than I. So, Master. if it's not too much trouble, could you perhaps - ?"

"Check up on her, yep, sure can do,' I finished for her, wrapping the towel around my waist as I stepped out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. "I'll be with you in a moment."

"Thank you," Ash said, clearing her throat again. "I shall take my leave now."

"Alright."

You know, I wager if I concentrated for hard enough, I might just be able to see her take a small bow to the closed wooden doorway, before departing her steps into the inaudible distance beyond. 

Certainly wouldn't put it past her.

So, something seems to be up with the blondish-brown haired coffee deviant downstairs, something uppity enough for Ash to be taking note of it as something out of the ordinary. 

It's concerning, worrying, but I was far too busy basking in the afterglow of being able to have simple minute conversations with Ash without having to drape it under the guise of a special occasion in order to do so. 

Really, it was a feel-good type of sensation. That rock on the bridge had finally been chipped away, and the path ahead has never looked more smooth-sailing. No other feeling like it.

If only Ria was here to see it. I could only imagine how'd she react to it. 

A twinkle in her crimson eyes, that smile full of mischief, and of course 'Insert witty remark here'... 

There goes my feel-good sensation. 

It wasn't any use feeling bad about it, wallowing away was simply a waste of time and energy. If I wanted her awake, if I wanted them awake. standing around with a towel tied around me wasn't the best way to go about it.

One step at a time - get dressed.

Shirt donning and jean wearing was a process done mostly on autopilot, and since I wasn't too keen on the idea of stripping down to my bare essentials right next to the unconscious Matriarch, I turned tail and waltz myself through the bathroom door again.

Had a fun time staring at myself through the fogged glass mirror while I fiddled around with a loose belt buckle that outright refused to connect. That little wasted time trying to tighten my pants reminded me of even more wasted time.

My hour of downtime was gone, and my progress dabbling in the mystic arts remained at a standstill.

Those eyes reflecting back at me seem to sneer, a gaze so contemptuous, they looked at me like I was dirt, 'Are you even trying?' they mocked me.

I was. I will. I am.

Focus, determination, intent.

Both hands gripped the sink, both hands gripped tight, for now, I'll focus on focus. As Adalia said, sensing magic is as important as using magic. If I can be seamless with one, I'll be seamless with the other.

I had to hone to a point where I won't even have to think about doing it. 

One last stare into the mirror, one last look into those dubious eyes, before I closed them shut, and took in a deep breath.

Like breathing. Like moving. Sense the magic.

The easiest to find was still my own, that standing fan blowing far and strong. Second, came that mysterious presence, faintly, yet unmistakable there, like the buzzing of a fluorescent lamp. Adalia, sadly. was even harder to sense, Ria even more so.

Irene's swayed and swirled, a smoky red miasma in the dark, blowing a current with as much exuberance as my own, almost equal on that front.

Then there was a flash, a jet of bright light blinding me amidst the dark, snapping my eyes wide open, and sending me stumbling back a few paces away from the bathroom sink.

No sneers, no eyes filled with contempt, I stared at myself in the mirror, seeing the shock and terror forming in my own expression. I didn't dare blink, didn't dare close my eyes for even a second.

There was no other way to describe it - horrifying, nauseating, that presence I suddenly stumbled upon, it was repulsive. In that instant, in that flash of white, I could feel my stomach churning just by simply thinking about it.

The worst part of it. was that it wasn't just a shot in the dark, an enigma that would elude for days to come. It was no mystery what it was. who it was I sensed. I knew painfully, perfectly well, whose presence I felt in that brief fleeting moment of absolute terror.

There was no other feeling like it.

It reeked.

It was absolutely vile.

It was evil.

And it was Ash's.
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In the time it took for me to swing both the bathroom and bedroom door open to let myself through, Irene had already beaten me to the downstairs dining room.

Was awfully glad no one was keeping track of my whereabouts. I wasn't particularly keen on having to explain why I took the longest to prep myself out of everyone here. 

Like what are you, a girl or something? Can't find your eyeliner? Ran out of lipstick? Mascara running?

Kay, now I'm just being sexist. Apologies. 

Could smile, shrug my shoulders, and go with the classic 'brush it off' approach, but I don't think I'd be able to find it in myself to put on my acting shoes at the moment. especially not after what I just experienced not even five minutes ago.

I was still making my way down the stairs when I found Ash sitting idly by in the living room. Back straightened, head held high, and with both hands on her lap, reminded of a guard dog on eternal guard duty, 'specially with the way her eyes kept a close watch over the figure still blissfully in perpetual slumber. 

Ash and Ria, to my knowledge, were mere acquaintances and nothing more. Roommates if you wanna make it more intimate, but that's as far as their relationship went. 

They give their mornings, afternoons, and goodnights to each other, maybe even strike up a conversation or two here and there. but there was always this hierarchy that persisted, this invisible totem pole of authority that Ash continually adhered to. 

I always had the impression that she saw Ria as her superior, not an equal, always so courteous and formal even at times when it wasn't all that necessary. Reminded me of those victorian maids and their commitment to maintaining all things professional. 

Even if that were really the case then, it certainly wasn't the case now. How Ash was looking at her, and the impression I got from it, it really was hard to argue whether that was just the courteous and formal side showing again. or if something more sentimental lied beneath those emerald eyes.

I, for one, am leaning more towards the latter guess.

That the Elf-Knight before me was good and kind, that despite the repulsive and frightening aura that enveloped her very being. that she was so much more than what she believed herself to be.

I decided on it, and I'm gonna stick with that belief, firm and strong, and I refuse to let anyone, not even her, tell me different.

Slow steps, curious steps, down the wooden steps, my head tilting more and more sideways as I got closer and closer to the dining room table, and by the time I got there, my neck was a full ninety degrees leaning left, crossing arms, and pursing lips.

Irene had her hands to her hips, sporting a black blazer thrown on top of her white blouse, not really sure where she got that spare piece of attire from, but I've a feeling Ash's courteous demeanor extended past nice words and head bows.

Got a closet full of formal clothes, yet most remained untouched ever since our arrival. Ash simply preferred to keep her dressings simple and modest. 'Least now some of them were being put to good use, even if they were a little tight around the waist area. Irene didn't seem to mind too much.

There was a spiciness to the air around her indicating a recently applied layer of fragrance protection, it got me crinkling my nose at it as I drew up beside her. Her eyes met mine for a brief moment, her stern face, her slanted brows, so brazen in its disapproval. 

Her voice too, back to that tone so strict and sour, as she muttered to me with narrowed lips, "She's not gonna be driving."

"No," I said, sighing, inching myself closer to the table. "I don't think she's going to be doing anything actually."

Remember that theory I had where I said it seemed like all of us were taking turns one by one falling asleep at one another? Welp, I guess it was Amanda's turn again - slumped over, her voice groaning feebly past her frazzled locks, a half-empty mug still in hand.

"Amanda?" I called out to her softly, one hand patting her shoulder. "Still alive?"

 There was a sharp hiss of air, and another gravelly groan sounding out loud. "Alive."

"The pitcher's empty," Irene continued to grumble, lifting the now crystal-clear pitcher effortlessly in the air. "You've ever heard of impulse control?"

Amanda, through strenuous effort, managed to raise her head up, just to stare squinty-eyed at the scowling detective, and pointed a quivering finger squarely at her face. "You are seriously. the last person. I wanna hear that from."

Irene lowered the pitcher and took a step back. "Touche," she muttered, folding her arms.

"Hour's up, Amanda," I said, finger-snapping her slugging gaze onto me. "Can't afford to waste any more time here, we gotta go now." 

Amanda, smacking her lips, curtained her hair over her ears, and spoke again. "I. uh. sorry, I think - I think I might have to take a raincheck on that. Go without me, alright?"

"Can't really do that. You're what's gonna get us through the front door, remember? Without you, the whole thing's a bust."

"Right, I considered that," She said, slumping her elbows onto the table, hiccuping once. "That's why I called a friend beforehand, while you were all dressing and prepping."

"You called a friend?"

"I know a guy, right? See he interns there, but he's good, people like him. I told him to be expecting you."

"You didn't mention this beforehand."

"Didn't need him beforehand" Another hic. "His name's Jay by the way."

Irene stepped into the fray once more, diverting all eyes onto her. "You know the place better than we do, the people better than we do. We wouldn't know a Howard from a Todd."

Amanda made a little grimace, hand over her lips, stifling a little burp. "Detective, aren't you? I think you'll do just fine."

Yeah, seeing that state she was in, gaunt, grimy. and a little undone. don't think she's in a proper mind to be coming at all. Plus, I doubt a creased tracksuit would be deemed proper wear in such a formal environment. Yeah, it'd be better if she sits this one out.

"It's fine, Irene," I interjected before she could weasel in a rebuttal. "We're gonna need a house-sitter anyway to watch over Ria and Adalia. Just us three would do." 

I turned again to Amanda's gaunt-looking expression. "Watching those two, you can do that right?

She tried to raise two thumbs up, but messed up somewhere along the line, and only managed bent thumbs to show for it. "Just give me a call if you need anything. Likewise, I'll do the same if something happens here. I doubt it."

"Don't sleep," Irene said sharply.

"Yes, Ma'am." Amanda said, plunging her forehead down to the table once more. "Won't sleep."

The surly Succubus glumly shook her head. "Car keys."

Without any warning, and without once stirring, with a jingle and a jangle, a little rectangular slab suddenly came hurtling my way, to which I tried to ensnare by clasping both hands together, yet alas only managed a resounding clap as it slipped past the tips of my fingers.

Irene, on the other hand, simply stood in place, casually swiping at it mid-descent without even batting an eye, and catching it with a closed first, before walking away all slick and cool like towards the front door.

"I'll drive," she called out, exiting first, leaving the doorway ajar.

I decided to linger about for a little while longer, feeling that little sense of peculiarity once again keeping my gaze tethered to the figure laying slump. I didn't take her for the careless, reckless type. didn't seem like her to not see things through to the end.

Hell, if she could go through the plight of having to face the literal embodiment of her trauma riding shotgun with her in the front seat of the car. it's a little weird she couldn't push past a mere caffeine hangover.

Something else was up, wasn't it?

"What's up, Amanda?"

Tried to come off as casual, but ended up sounded like a concerned parent instead.

And funnily enough. that's exactly what was up.

Amanda, keeping down at the table's hard surface, lifted her eyes up, a little glossy shimmer blurring her dark-browns. 

"I got a call. Dad called," A sniffle. "Mom isn't waking up."

Felt something inside me take a tumble. Words. I didn't know what words to say. I could feel my throat go dry. "I'm. I'm sorry to hear that."

"No, don't be, it's just." Amanda hid her eyes beneath her sleeves. "When I heard that, it's like... I didn't want to move at all. I just. I think I just want some assurance, you know? Tell me, you'll. you'll get rid of the Blight, won't you?" 

I nearly spoke out again, nearly said the wrong thing. 'I'll try', wasn't what she needed to hear. 'I'll do my best', just wouldn't do here.

"Yes," I said to her, no hesitation, not a sliver of doubt. "Consider it gone." 

She raised her head again, staring - her trust, her faith, the small smile she gave, I'll make sure it won't be misplaced. 

"Thank you."
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As per standard succubus procedure, if one ever so happens to find themselves hitching a ride with one being of boundless pleasure, please ensure the compartment is well-ventilated and that any and all windows are fully rolled down before proceeding. 

Now never let it be said that I was one to play it loose by the rules - the very moment those doors were slamming shut, I was already making sure I heard whirrings all around me.

For that extra bit of precaution, I hunkered myself over down to the backseat, taking a place right alongside Ash sitting so prim and proper, leaving Irene absent for company over at the wheel.

Not that she minded, of course. In fact, going by the eased tension I saw in the rearview mirror, Irene seemed somewhat relieved at this arbitrary attempt at stretching out our distances. for better or for worse.

She pulled out her phone, swiping sideways to the menu screen, and as the car engine rumbled to life, asked without looking back, "What's the address?"

It took only one attempt, didn't have to repeat myself twice, by the time I finished answering she had already punched in the address without skipping a beat. 

A half-hour journey's drive according to the little speaker lady on her phone's GPS, but in actuality, I'm guessing a rough estimate of an hour or two would be much more accurate given the aftermath out on the streets. 

Irene herself seemed to arrive at the same conclusion as I, shifting gears and turning wheels.

"Still got half a tank left," She muttered to no one in particular. "Good. We're definitely gonna need it."

"Half a tank, what is - ?" 

Ash had a frown, a furrowed stare, and as always I was kept on question-and-answer duty, just like old times.

"It makes cars go vroom," I explained. "Fuller the tank, longer the vroom. Empty tank, no vroom."

"I see," Ash said, then stared upwards as if sudden realization had been basked upon her very soul. "Ah, I understand now."

Now it was my turn to start frowning and asking, "What do you understand now?"

"That infuriating man from before. The one with the limp and a cane. The vehicle he had relinquished to us had been tainted in Blight, so I have taken it upon myself to dispose of it far from the household." 

I sorta, kinda, vaguely, maybe, heard faint murmurings that went somewhere along those lines. I was a little out of the weather back then, couldn't tell a dream from reality even if I tried. But I'm quite certain that her carrying me like a bride into a house didn't happen, too dream-like of a feeling to be real.

"So what you'd do with the car?" I asked.

"It's as you stated," Ash responded back matter-of-factly. "Empty tank, no vroom." 

Huh.

"Where's the car now? You just left on the side of a road somewhere?"

She shook her head. "Too much of a risk to those that might find it a curious sight. As always, I improvised."

At this point, Irene was leaning an ear and an eye towards the conversation, road-safety be damned, the mystery of the missing car was a far more urgent call than our literal safety.

"Improvised how?" I asked.

Ash, obviously finding the topic far less intriguing than we did, simply shrugged her shoulders. 

"There was a lake nearby."

There was a la. pardon me, Elfy, what the fu - 

"You drove the car into a lake?" I said, feeling my soul make a swift departure from my body - and for the record, I don't think my voice was doing justice to how absolutely gobsmacked I was.

"Of course not, Master," She said, staring at me as if the notion itself was a foolish one, as it rightfully should be. "If I were to do that, I'd simply get myself wet."

Thought maybe I could breathe a little easier upon hearing that. Nope. "So what did you actually do with the -?" 

"I threw it in the lake."

"You threw it in the lake?!"

Ash nodded.

"Both arms?"

Nodded again.

"You lifted it?"

"It was surprisingly light."

"Surprisingly light?!"

Oh, I'd love to see what the hell is the 'unsurprisingly', cause last I checked car-lifting and especially car-chucking were things only reserved to be printed in the pages of a comic book.

Elf-Superman confirmed? Wait, should be Superwomen right? Super-Elf? Look, whatever, in any case, someone go get her a cowl and cape cause I think I just found our vigilante of the night.

But really, why was I so surprised? I've seen her tank a gunshot without even flinching, bust through walls and ceilings they were cardboard, jump high enough a distance that could make the entirety of the kangaroo population in Australia collectively groan in shame and defeat.

Guess I just grew too used to her living an everyday life away from peril. Was more accustomed to the sight of her contentedly eating away at a bowl of cereal, or slaving at a particularly hard part in a game through a narrow crack in her doorway.

Even now, everything about her just screamed mundanity. That same tattered white jacket I got her so long ago, those same ripped denim jeans from yesteryear - every time she could, she'd wear them. Really, she'd grown mighty fond of the attire that it's actually slowly becoming a signature look of hers.

You look at her, look at how she looks, and you expect someone her physique and appearance to go smashing concrete walls and throwing cars? I think not, good sir. At least I hope not.

And as if life itself was a tenacious advocate for the phrase 'Speak of the devll', the view from the passenger-side windows finally cleared away from the saturated greens of bushes and trees, and instead, whizzed in all its glory, a bright, sparkling, ocean-blue lake way off into the distance.

Could be a figment of the mind, could be a trick of the light, whatever case I could have sworn I caught a little glimpse, as we zoomed on by, of a small rectangular metal plate drifting lazily away in peaceful tides. 

Like a fleeting memento of a young, ambitious automobile so unjustly snuffed out from its mileage. It's so sad. so sad.

Soon that scenic view would come to pass gone with the whirling wind, and soon I'd find myself staring back at her, her emerald eyes with not a shred of guilt present within.

"It's unsalvageable now." I whispered.

"Yes," Ash said super stoically. "That was the intended purpose."

"It's not our car to throw in the river." 

"That awful man relinquished his ownership of it to us, hasn't he?" Ash said, tilting her head. 

"Yeah, I wish..." I heaved a sigh. "It's okay. if he asks, I'll just speak his language.. that it's uh - 'sleeping with the fishes'."

"In any case, the car's been rendered inoperable due to the Blight, driving under such conditions is a dangerous risk. If anything, I did him a favor."

I gave a little bemused scoff, saying bye-bye to the lake shrinking in the distance. "Yeah, well. let's hope he sees it your way. I mean that was a Porsche that went sinking."

"A Porsche. hmm?"

Rear-view mirror had a judgmental stare piercing through it, along with a shake of a head. 

"That's illegal, you know?" Irene called out from the front. "Misdemeanor, destruction of private property, illegal dumping. you're looking at quite a hefty fine there, Ms. Elf."

Ash soared both brows to the fringers of her hair, genuinely at a loss of any wrongdoing that may have occurred. "I had only good intentions."

"Not gonna fly in court," Irene said, rounding a turn. "Did your Master over here neglect to teach you about the laws and regulations we have here in this world?"

So much in authority and pull woven into a single sentence that even Ash was starting to fidget in place. "My Master has done no wrong."

"But does the responsibility not fall onto the Master to answer for any and all actions taken by his servant? Isn't that how you Elf-Knights usually operate?"

Ash was lacking for a proper answer, sputtering her lips, hoping one would just come to her on the fly. "True! But. circumstances dictate that drastic actions had to be done, lest. Master would have."

"It's not a matter of morals - it's the legal aspect of things you should be considering. If you're gonna be coming along, try not to be too drastic with your actions, yes? We got rules here, try to adhere to it."

Ash gave a glum nod, and I felt my heart and the good in me give.

"Cut her some slack, Irene," I said. "If she hadn't gotten rid of that car, I'd probably be on a one-way trip to the pearly gates by now."

"Not saying she's in the wrong for it," Irene stated indifferently. "But if that was anybody else's car, you'd be looking at a month behind bars."

I smirked. "Okay, then how about I peck you on the cheek and you pretend this never happened, huh, officer?"

I've never seen a more furious gaze in a reflection. "You say another word, I'm giving you five myself." 
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Deserted streets and traffic-free intersections as it turns out were a dime in a dozen, the few cars that we did see braving the perils of the outdoors were few and far between. 

Long silent miles of empty stretches, weaving, and winding - the concrete jungle suddenly without the hustle and bustle of everyday life. There was a serious lack of bystanders littering the sidewalks, street crossings blinking greens to the asphalt, traffic lights flashing reds only for no one to adhere to it.

It really was an unnerving sight to bear witness to - it was as if the whole city block had just up and left in a heartbeat. Had to do a double-check actually just to confirm that - yes, so long as you're not within the range of the Blight, you are allowed to roam the streets, just don't leave the state.

Seems that most just opted not to do so. Fear of the unknown is a hell of a thing. 

Course you have your exceptions, daredevil vloggers and the likes, itching for their spot in the limelight, whirling their phones in hand, going 'oooh' and 'aaah', with over the top enthusiasm. 

Then there were the roadblocks, 'checkpoints', as the officials called it, some whistle-blowing, hand-waving uniform with a gun and a badge, hailing us to a stop roadside, questions at a ready in regards to our destination.

If Irene hadn't been at the wheel herself, could very well have expected a long time-sink of roundabout questionnaires before we were allowed passage through the block, but since it was her. every checkpoint after the first was an easy-peasy breeze whizzing on through.

Apparently, Irene had garnered herself a peculiar reputation in her time serving justice and fighting crime, for not a single officer dared approach our vehicle within a certain radius. Really, just one stare, one look at her imposing, fearsome mug, and we suddenly had an all-access pass no questions asked, while everyone else continued to be stopped and questioned.

Way back when we first met, I kinda assumed she was already quite high up the pedestal, her walk and talk were dead ringers for a person branded with high authority, I just didn't know how high it went exactly, but if she's got shifty-looking men in black turning tail at just the mere sight of her, then I guess she's gotta be pretty up there notoriety-wise.

It was an hour into the drive when I suddenly realized that Ash had been sitting awfully quiet for some time now. Why was that? Well, turning her way brought the answer to that question almost immediately. 

Evidently, the high-octane pandemonium that was her screeching and skidding through slippery streets pouring with Blight could not at all dissuade her from the want to be behind the wheel once more.

I see that she was going for the watch and learn approach with Irene being her unofficial demonstrator, picking up on all the new tricks that she previously was unaware of, like utilizing the turn signals, honking the horn, and most impressive of all feats, 'least according to the awe sparkling about in her widened eyes - commandeering the steering wheel. one-handed.

Yet alas, her lesson had to, unfortunately, be placed on indefinite hold. 

Windows up. A/C shut. We pulled to a final stop, the engine whirring to a silence beside the entrance of a rather modest-looking establishment. It wasn't much of a looker, like someone just decided to construct a flat, grey, concrete slab smack dab in the middle of nowhere merely for shits and giggles.

If Amanda hadn't shown to me how the building looked beforehand, I'd assumed we just pulled up on the wrong block. There was no mistaking it though, there was an image