
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled up to Becka’s house and honked the horn. My 1972 Charger purred like a robotic lion as I waited, and I got a few looks from the neighbors. I hadn’t gone too crazy with the money I’d received from the sale of the diamonds from Tarth, but I’d splurged on this bad boy. The Charger was cherry red, with a thick white stripe down the middle, and driving it was pure bliss. 
 
    Becka emerged from her apartment, looking radiant in her yellow sundress. Red ringlets spilled over her shoulders, and her big green eyes sparkled when they met mine. 
 
    “You’re early,” she said as she approached, her full breasts jiggling pleasantly as she walked. “That’s a surprise.” 
 
    I opened the passenger door from the inside and pushed it open for her. “What’s more surprising is that you’re actually ready. I’d be waiting out here for fifteen minutes with most girls.” 
 
    “I’m not most girls.” Becka bent to get in, which gave me a front-row seat for the cleavage show. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I shook my head like I’d just pulled myself out of a trance. “What did you just say?” 
 
    She laughed and slapped my arm. “You’re incorrigible.” 
 
    We’d been dating for a couple of weeks, and we’d already had sex about a dozen times. The girl was insatiable. She had a curvy but athletic body, big breasts that made me want to snuggle up to them and sleep like a baby, and looks that could kill. But the most erotic thing about her was her enthusiasm for roleplaying games, and I don’t mean Dungeons & Dragons. 
 
    I’d told her what happened to me on Tarth, but I hadn’t told her it was real, saying it was a story I was working on I was thinking of calling Monster World. She was intrigued, and that night she’d insisted I call her Eva. It was a little weird at first, but once she started talking like the princess and being all bossy and shit, I couldn’t help but get into it. Next she’d pretended she was Scarlett, which, given her red hair and general appearance, made it much more realistic. We’d screwed in every room of her apartment, and mine as well, and we’d even gotten medieval outfits to wear during our epic sex sessions. 
 
    “Where are you taking me this time?” she asked. 
 
    I revved the Charger and peeled out. “The best place in town, Romano’s Pizzeria.” 
 
    “Oh, the place where it all began.” She grabbed my belt buckle and started to unbuckle it. “Can we stay after-hours and fuck in the oven?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, babe.” I tried to keep my eyes on the road as she pulled my dick out. She teased it with her lips and breathed on it, and I gripped the steering wheel. There was a bump coming up, and I grinned. Becka continued to tease me, licking around the head and giggling mischievously. When the car drove over the bump, I hit the gas, forcing my cock down her throat. 
 
    She squealed, and I held her head down and floored it, laughing all the while. 
 
    “Oh god!” she said when she finally came up for breath. “You are so fucking hot!” 
 
    I pulled up at an intersection in the right lane and enjoyed the BJ while I waited for the green light. A little yellow convertible pulled up beside me, and I cursed under my breath when I recognized the driver as my economics professor from last semester. 
 
    “Evening, Mr. Carlson.” I offered him a nod. 
 
    Becka giggled to herself with me in her mouth, and it was damn near impossible to keep a straight face. I mean the dude was right there in the lane next to me! 
 
    “Evening, Jake.” He smiled, admiring my car over his thick rimmed glasses. “Where ya headed?” 
 
    “He said head,” Becka joked, pulling off my cock long enough to say it. 
 
    I looked at the red light, praying it would turn green. “Oh, just on a date.” 
 
    Becka slurped and gagged, and I coughed to cover it up. I fumbled for the radio, but Becka grabbed my hand and pressed it against her tit. 
 
    “Nice night for a date,” he noted and glanced up at the clear August sky. It was nearing the end of the month, but fall was still far from everyone’s thoughts. 
 
    “Sure is!” My voice went up into a shrill falsetto when Becka sucked one of my balls into her mouth. 
 
    He glanced at me and frowned. 
 
    The light turned green. 
 
    “Well, have a good one, Jake,” he said. 
 
    Becka popped her head up and waved. “You too, Mr. Carlson!” 
 
    The look on the professor’s face made us burst out laughing. 
 
    “You’re too fun.” She hiked up her skirt and climbed onto my lap. 
 
    “And you’re nuts!” I laughed and tried to keep us on the road. 
 
    She slid me inside her and grabbed a handful of hair as I held onto the steering wheel for dear life and tried to see around her. 
 
    “I take that back,” I said as she gyrated. “You’re absolutely fucking cra—” 
 
    “Shut up and bite my nipples.” she ordered and pressed one of her beautiful pink nipples into my mouth. 
 
    The tires squealed as we pulled onto the freeway ramp. There wasn’t much traffic, just a few cars and a big rig. When I passed him with Becka riding me, he honked his horn three times and flashed his lights. She rode me like a mechanical bull riding champion as we flew down the freeway. I don’t know how fast I was going; I could barely see the road, but it was a hell of a rush. 
 
    We climaxed together as we swung around the exit for Lake George, and I lost control on the slick road. Becka screamed in ecstasy as we spun a 360. The world streaked by in a blur as I came insider her, screaming my head off with a mix of joy, passion, and terror. By some miracle the car came to a halt at the stop sign, and we laughed our asses off for a good two minutes. 
 
    I pulled into the parking lot of Romano’s with Becka still panting and laughing beside me. I hurriedly tucked myself back in and checked around to see if we had raised any suspicions.  
 
    Becka, on the other hand, seemed unconcerned; she was reapplying her makeup in the mirror with her tits still hanging out. “That was so fucking yummy.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we didn’t die.” I ran a hand through my hair and let out a steadying breath. My heart was still racing from the orgasmic, near-death experience. 
 
    Once we pulled ourselves together, we walked hand in hand into Ramono’s as the old man who ran the place was walking out. 
 
    “Hello, sir,” I said with a smile. 
 
    I may as well have been invisible. He locked eyes with my companion, held her in his wise gaze, and said, “You watch out with this one.” His eyes moved to me with disapproval, but then he smiled big. “He will cook so good for you, you’ll gain fifty pounds!” 
 
    She laughed, and the old man joined in. She had a way about her that brought out the best in people. Hell, since hooking up with her, I was working out on the regular—mostly because of the rigorous sex she put me through. I was eating better and drinking less. I’d pretty much gotten over the idea of returning to Tarth. No, scratch that. I still thought about Eva, Scarlett, and Doughboy every day, and I figured I would for a long time, but she made not being with them easier. 
 
    I waved to Kimberly when I walked in. We’d become pretty good friends since my return from Tarth, but we didn’t have the chemistry that lovers share. Besides, I’d been bummed out for about a month after coming home, even with the diamonds and newfound wealth, and I wasn’t looking for love. I was mourning the loss of it. 
 
    We sat at a table by the window. The wall above it had a really nice mural depicting the Italian countryside, with vineyards, orchards, and a house with the mother of the family calling everyone in from the garden. 
 
    “Hey, Jake!” It was Shellsea—yeah, spelled like it sounds. She was a young hippy girl with starter dreads, so the name was fitting. 
 
    “Hey ya, Shell. Can we get two waters, two landsharks, and a basket of garlic knots to start?” 
 
    “Sure thing, sweetie.” Shellsea was younger than me, but she was one of those women who insisted on calling everyone pet names. 
 
    “Now you’re ordering for me?” Becka cocked a brow. 
 
    “Yeah. You’re my bitch, you know, and a playa gotta take care of his bitches,” I replied nonchalantly and scoured the menu. 
 
    She slapped the menu, which hit me in the face. 
 
    “I’m kidding.” I pulled her in and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    Sweet… Doughboy’s voice came to mind, and I laughed even harder. 
 
    God, I missed that little face-eater. 
 
    “You’ve got that faraway look again,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “Just thinking about Doughboy.” 
 
    “Not Scarlett or Evangeline?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You act like you really miss them. You sure this is only book you’re working on? Or are you a crazy schizoid who sees people who aren’t there?” 
 
    “I never see people who aren’t there.” I glanced at the empty chair across from us and smiled. “Right, Bob?” 
 
    She looked at the chair, then at me, and laughed. 
 
    “Your drinks,” said Shellsea as she set them down. 
 
    I leaned in toward Becka and asked, “Do you see her too?” 
 
    She shook her head, acting freaked out. We glanced at Shellsea and chuckled. 
 
    “You guys are such a great couple that it kind of makes everyone around you want to puke.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Becka replied. 
 
    “We’ll have….” I glanced at my date. 
 
    “An extra-large New York-style cheese and Pep,” she finished for me. 
 
    “Coming right up.” Shellsea regarded us with a sick look. “Literally. Like my lunch. Like it’s right here in my throat, like I’m going to pu—” 
 
    “We get it, Shelly.” I laughed and waved her away. 
 
    She sobered and pointed at me. “Don’t ever call me Shelly. My mom called me Shelly once.” She moved closer, holding up one finger. “Once!” 
 
    Patrons regarded us, but when they saw our waitress laugh, they relaxed and returned to grazing on Romano’s finest. 
 
    “That’s a great movie. You and Cody still on for Geeks Who Drink tomorrow night?” Geeks Who Drink was a Denver company that hosted bar trivia games across the country.  
 
    “Yup, and we’re going to cream America Stands Alone Against the Metric System this time.” 
 
    “Now that I’m on your team, there’s no limit to what we can do,” I told her. 
 
    I’d met Becka through Shellsea at a local pub during the Geeks game, and we’d hit it off instantly. 
 
    “Tell me more about Doughboy,” she said after Shellsea left. 
 
    “I’ve told you the whole story.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what happens after that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “They live happily ever after and all that jazz?” 
 
    “These days you have to do a sequel.” She bit a big piece off a garlic knot. “You can’t just leave readers hungry.” 
 
    “People are always hungry for more.” 
 
    “So give it to them.” 
 
    “Who is them?” I spread my arms and looked around. “I haven’t even started writing the book yet.” 
 
    “You have to assume it’s going to do well.” 
 
    I sighed and sat back and took a long pull of beer. “If it happens, it happens. I can’t just make it up out of thin air. It has to—” 
 
    “Happen again?” she said hopefully. 
 
    “It has to come to me,” I corrected. 
 
    “Hi, guys.” Kimberly appeared beside our table, and I hadn’t even seen her coming. No wonder I’d been taking a beating at the Taekwondo classes. I needed to get my head right. “Hey, Kim.” 
 
    “Hi,” said Becka. 
 
    “You two still on for the cookout Friday night? Probably going to have a fire down by the lake too.” 
 
    “Count us in,” I replied. 
 
    “I’ll bring a cucumber salad. It’s nice and light. Oh, and some painkillers,” said Becka. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kim asked. 
 
    “A tropical drink I had in St. Croix. You’re going to love them.” 
 
    Our pizza came a few minutes later, and we dug in. I’d been hungry as hell before I picked her up, and after the little performance in the car, I was ravenous. We didn’t speak through the entire first slice, which was a testament to how comfortable we felt around each other. 
 
    “Do you still want to do it in the oven?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” she said with a full mouth. She laughed musically, swallowed, and replied archly, “You shall ravish me in the royal oven, Baker!” 
 
    Atta girl! 
 
    The last two weeks with her had helped me out of the dark hole I’d slipped into after my adventure. She’d tried to fill the void left behind, but the hole in my heart was as big as Tarth, and I knew it would never truly be filled. 
 
    Not until I returned. 
 
    When the place closed down for the night, she and I stayed after hours to help the crew clean up. After most of the work was done and only lockup was left, I showed Shellsea my set of keys and winked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and let us be. 
 
    I dimmed the lights and turned off the ones outside. When I turned from the dimmer switch, Becka was already naked. To my surprise and delight, she wore only a blonde wig and a tiara. 
 
    “Well hello, m’lady.” I offered her a tip of an imaginary hat. 
 
    “You shall address me as Princess Evangeline,” she said haughtily and tossed her hair, which made her cones jiggle. 
 
    “As you wish, m’lady.” 
 
    “Take off your clothes and let your princess judge whether or not you are worthy.” 
 
    I complied, and ten seconds later I stood before her nude. She looked me up and down with contempt, but then she saw I was getting hard and grinned.  
 
    She grabbed my junk and gave it a squeeze. “I want to taste you, Baker. I want to feel you inside me, but I am betrothed to Lord Berdink and cannot jeopardize my chastity.” 
 
    I grabbed her by the arms and shook her like I was a dude from one of those black and white movies, trying to shake sense into a distraught damsel. “Fuck Lord Berdink. I love you and shall let no other man have you.” 
 
    “Oh my champion, take me, take me now!” 
 
    She leapt up, locked her legs around my waist, and wrapped her arms around my neck. I backed her up to the oven. 
 
    “Make love to me, Jake. Take me with you to Tarth!” 
 
    I eased her onto the edge of the big brick oven and slid my cock into her. She lay back so that half of her was inside the oven, and we fucked like animals for fifteen minutes. Soon her climactic moans echoed in the small space. I half expected the portal to open as we came together, but there were no lights, no strange voices chanting in a foreign language, and no flying-through-the-universe feeling. 
 
    We lay there afterward, with our legs dangling, and a feeling of regret washed over me. I was torn between this world and Tarth. 
 
    I was torn between three women. 
 
    “I’m here, Jake.” She raised her head and gazed into my soul. “I’m here. They’re not.” 
 
    “I love you.” I said it before I consciously decided to do so, and the reaction I received was mixed. 
 
    “It ain’t love. You’re in lust with me.” She said it in a forlorn way that left me confused, moved off me, and grabbed her dress. 
 
    “I wish Tarth was real, Jake, but I need to know that what we have…. “ She sighed. “I need to know it goes beyond roleplaying and great sex.” 
 
    “It’s only been a couple of weeks,” I said in my defense, but the words sounded cruel. They seemed to cheapen what we had, and I instantly regretted saying them. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She pulled on her dress. “I shouldn’t have come down on you like that.” She caressed my cheek. “Damn it, Jake Baker, I think I might be in love with you. Real love.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and kissed her. “Then we understand each other.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means I’m scared too, Becka. I’m fucking head over heels for you, and not because you remind me of Scarlet or dress up like Eva. Because you’re you. I’ve never met a woman so—” 
 
    She kissed me deeply, and when I trailed my fingertips up the side of her hip, she took in a passionate breath. “Don’t you break my heart, Jake Baker,” she said in such an innocent voice, it made my heart ache. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes with embarrassment and laughed weakly. “Look at me, I’m a blubbering mess. You must think I’m nuts.” 
 
    “Yeah, a little,” I said, straight-faced. 
 
    “You dick!” She laughed and pushed me away. 
 
    “I gotta take a piss, but you better be ready when I get back.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” 
 
    “Some more of this,” I said as I spun my semi-hard dick like a helicopter blade. 
 
    I left her giggling behind me and did a little naked dance to the bathroom. When I opened the door, I fell into a wormhole. 
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    “Oh shiiit!” 
 
    I sped through the wormhole, holding my family jewels. I might as well have been holding onto stardust, because that’s how I felt. Planets, stars, and galaxies sped by, and soon I was veering toward a familiar blue ball. 
 
    I hit the ground at about a million miles an hour and in a billion particles, then I suddenly snapped back to form, standing with my dick in my hand like I was about to take a piss. 
 
    Goddess Celesta stood before me with a cocked brow, looking amused. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips, looking as serious as a naked person can. 
 
    “It’s a good look for you,” she said with a grin. 
 
    I surveyed my surroundings. I was in a meadow bordered by a forest of birches. Far away was a hill upon which sat a three-story tower that looked like it was part of a church. 
 
    “You couldn’t have summoned me five minutes ago?” I was angry. It would have been awesome to bring Becka with me. 
 
    “What was happening five minutes ago?” she asked with a knowing glance at my nakedness. 
 
    “I was having great sex with a great chick in the oven that you originally pulled me through.” 
 
    “You were having sex in an oven?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, in case you summoned me again.” 
 
    “Dear, simple Baker, the oven had nothing to do with the portal I created.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s stupid,” was all I could say to that. I’d kept my job at Romano’s for that very reason. It was also a great place to work, but I didn’t need the money, and I’d hoped the oven would bring me back to Tarth one day. Now that I knew the oven wasn’t part of the magic of the portal, I felt like a fool. I’d lain in there on more than one drunken occasion, waiting to be whisked away again. 
 
    “You going to give me some clothes, or are you going to join the party?” I asked. 
 
    “Tempting,” she said thoughtfully, but then she waved an arm, and in the next moment I was wearing boots, brown pants, and a loose fitting shirt. Another wave of her hand, and a suit of armor appeared over the clothes. 
 
    “Oh goody, I’ve been brought here for another bloody quest.” 
 
    “You are a champion.” 
 
    “Huh.” My pizza shovel was on the ground. Apparently Celesta had pulled that through the portal too. I picked it up and gave it a twirl. “Where’s Eva and Scarlett? Where’s Doughboy?” 
 
    “Princess Evangeline is now Sister Evangeline, first Priestess of Celesta.” She pointed at the distant tower. “She is in that tower. It was she who prayed for me to bring you back.” 
 
    “Sister Evangeline? You mean she didn’t marry Lord Berdink?” 
 
    “After you left, she called off the wedding and swore herself to me. Through her I shall pass my teachings to the world.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “Why did she pray for you to summon me back?” 
 
    “Scarlett Black has gone missing,” she said gravely. 
 
    “Missing? Who took her?” 
 
    “I do not know. Believe me, Jake, I have tried, but I cannot see her. She is alive, but there is powerful magic surrounding her. Only Doughboy knows what happened.” 
 
    “Is he all right? Where is he?” I asked urgently. 
 
    “With my help and Evangeline’s devotion, he has recovered, and he is very excited to see you.” 
 
    The goddess smiled and looked over my shoulder. I turned to see my favorite little lump of dough racing toward me. 
 
    “Sweeeet!” said the little face-eater as he leaped into my arms. 
 
    “Doughboy!” I hugged him until his big eyes bulged like a surprised Smeagol. “What happened, little buddy? Where’s Scarlett?” 
 
    Doughboy dropped to the ground and shivered, then pointed east. “Not sweeeet.” 
 
    “I need more than that, bro. What happened? Where is Scarlett?” 
 
    Doughboy walked in circles, farting nervously. He rambled on in gibberish that neither the goddess nor I understood—at least she didn’t let on that she understood. 
 
    “I need to speak with Eva,” I said, glancing at the distant tower. 
 
    “Sister Evangeline cannot speak with you right now. She is in the middle of a ten-day silent meditation and wishes not to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Say what? Fuck that, she’s definitely going to want to talk to me. It’s been months since we last saw each other.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Jake, but those are her words, not mine.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Go and see for yourself if you must, but do not dally. I fear that Scarlett does not have much time. I have done my part. Now I will leave you two to solve the mystery surrounding the disappearance of Scarlett Black.” 
 
    She did some wavy hand-shimmering light shit, and I grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Wait a damned minute. What am I up against here? You must know something! There must be something you can do to help!” 
 
    “I told you, I cannot see what happened to Scarlett. I have asked the birds and the bees, the trees, even the one-eyed crow, but no one knows. A dark fog of magic surrounds the events of her disappearance, but Doughboy was there. He can lead you to her.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” the little guy lamented. 
 
    “I’m going to need a little more help than that. I’m not some errand boy you can summon and use as cannon fodder whenever there’s a problem.” 
 
    The goddess regarded me thoughtfully, then opened her hand. An amulet glowed on her palm. I took it reverently and put it around my neck. 
 
    “That shall keep you safe from most forms of magic, but do not test its power with stupidity.” 
 
    “And what if I want to go back to Earth?” I asked. I didn’t want to; I wanted to speak with Eva and then find Scarlett, but I wanted to know what my options were. “I’ve been brought here against my will, and I—” 
 
    She raised a hand. “You have prayed to me on more than one occasion to summon you back,” she said with a sly grin. “Do not play games with me.” 
 
    “You heard my prayers?” 
 
    “Every drunken slur.” She turned away and began to disappear. “Good luck, Jake. After you have rescued Scarlett, I shall send you home. In the meantime, try not to get yourself killed.” 
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    I glanced at my monster-face-eating little buddy and shrugged. “I guess you’re my only hope, Doughboy-Wan Kenobi.” 
 
    He cocked his head like a curious dog. 
 
    “I need you to try and remember what happened to Scarlett.” 
 
    He shivered. “Not sweeeet.” 
 
    “I know, and you’re scared, but she needs our help. She’s out there somewhere, cold and tired and hungry, probably being held captive by some asshole.” 
 
    He let out a big sigh and nodded resignedly. He gibbered again and acted out what happened. From what I could glean, he and Scarlett had been walking through the woods when a big demonic form appeared. 
 
    “Is that what took Scarlett?” 
 
    He nodded, then continued his charades. It looked like he’d tried to stop the creature, but the thing had hit him with a spell that almost killed him. I watched with an aching heart as Doughboy acted out crawling away from the battle, hitching a ride on a large bird, and finally reaching the princess. 
 
    “And that’s when they healed you.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Can you find that place again?” 
 
    He jumped up and down and pointed east. 
 
    “It happened in the Badlands?” 
 
    “Sweeeet.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I thought about returning to that monster-infested land, then glanced west at the tower. Celesta had said the princess didn’t want to talk to me, which I thought was weird. I sure as hell wasn’t going to leave it at that. 
 
    “Come on, little dude. Let’s visit the princess.” 
 
    Doughboy climbed up on my shoulder and gave a contented coo, and I started toward the tower. 
 
    As we drew closer, I saw the rooftops of buildings behind the wall. It looked like a little village, and I wondered why in the hell Eva had decided to spend her days out here in the middle of nowhere. I had a hundred questions for her, and the closer I got to our destination, the more anticipation I felt. It had been nearly three months since I’d seen her, and I felt the need for closure.  
 
    The wall was at least ten feet high, and guards stood on the ramparts, eyeing me closely while cradling crossbows. I gave them a respectful nod, but it was not returned. 
 
    The gate slowly creaked open, and through it walked a bald man in light blue robes. He smiled at me and spread his arms in greeting. The sun caught something sparkly hanging from the tassels at the ends of his big sleeves. 
 
    “Back so soon, little one?” he said to Doughboy. His voice was that of a skilled orator, deep and powerful. 
 
    “Sweeeet,” the little wad replied in the affirmative. 
 
    “Greetings,” I said with a respectful nod. 
 
    He stopped a few feet beyond the gate. “I am Father Aerron. Welcome to the First Temple of Celesta.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father. I am Jake Baker. You may have heard of me.” 
 
    He waited with a polite smile. 
 
    “You know, Jake Baker, Champion of Celesta, Sir Jake the Goblin Slayer. Any of that ring a bell?” 
 
    “Ring a bell?” he said, confused. 
 
    “Never mind. I’m here to see Eva.” 
 
    “I assume you mean sister Evangeline,” he said curtly. 
 
    “Yes.” I glanced up at the tower windows but didn’t see anyone. “Is she in?” 
 
    “She is, but she recently began a ten-day silent meditation and cannot be disturbed. Might I take a message?” 
 
    “Please tell her I’m here,” I said as patiently as I could. “Trust me, she’s going to want to see me.” 
 
    His affable smile only grew. “As I said, she cannot be disturbed at this time.” 
 
    “It’s a silent retreat, right? So slip her a note or something. The princess is going to want to know I’m here.” 
 
    “She must not be disturbed.” 
 
    “Listen, friend. This is the Temple of Celesta, right? The goddess herself summoned me here from another planet on the princess’s orders, so save us both some time and go tell her I’m here.” 
 
    “She is quite aware that you have arrived.” 
 
    “You know what? Fuck this.” I pushed past him and marched through the gates. No sooner had I crossed the threshold than four guards blocked my way. 
 
    “Halt!” the tallest one commanded. “And call off your demon.” He pointed at Doughboy. 
 
    I laughed. “He’s not a demon, he’s a Doughboy, and he likes to eat faces. Wanna see?” 
 
    To underscore the threat, Doughboy growled. 
 
    I faced off with the steely-eyed guard, neither of us budging. 
 
    “Please, please, this is hallowed ground.” The father rushed to get between us. “There will be no blood shed here.” 
 
    “Not if these fucks move out of my way, there won’t. One way or another, I’m going to speak with Eva.” 
 
    I looked at the tower once more and thought I saw a curvy outline in the highest window. It was nothing more than a silhouette, but I could have sworn the princess was watching the ordeal. Why wasn’t she coming down? Why didn’t she want to see me? The whole “silent retreat” story sounded like a crock of shit, and I wondered if she was being held against her will. 
 
    I cupped my hands and yelled, “Eva! Are you okay?” 
 
    “She cannot answer you!” The father was getting a little angry himself, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “If you don’t let me see her in the next ten seconds, I swear to god I’ll—” 
 
    The door to the tower opened, and my heart thudded when a woman emerged, but I knew right away it wasn’t Eva. This woman wore a light pink dress, a thick leather belt, and a white blouse tied tight in front. Her beauty was revealed as she drew closer, and the way she moved suggested noble grace. Brown ringlets bounced when she moved, and bright blue eyes locked on mine. 
 
    “Hello, Sir Jake. I am Hannah, Sister Evangeline’s handmaiden.” She bowed, and the soldiers backed up a step. 
 
    “You must be here to lead me to her.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. The priestess sends her regards and wishes you luck on your quest. As you have most likely been informed, she is in silent prayer and cannot be disturbed.” 
 
    “I don’t buy it,” I said, eyes on the tower window where the princess still stood. “I know she would want to speak with me.” 
 
    “She does want to speak with you, but that will have to wait until you get back.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until I know she’s safe. This is fishy, if you ask me.” 
 
    “You were brought here by Celesta, correct?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And did she say anything about the princess being in trouble?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There you have it.” She smiled and glanced at Doughboy. “Ask your friend if you do not believe me, for he has been with us for a week, and he was in the priestess’s company only this morning.” 
 
    I looked at Doughboy. “How ’bout it, D?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You’re sure the princess is all right?” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” he said annoyingly. 
 
    Hannah regarded the father. “The priestess wishes Sir Jake to be given whatever he needs, including horses, to aid him on his long and perilous journey.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said with a bow. “What do you require, my son?” 
 
    “A good horse, rations that will last me at least a week, a few water pouches, and some wine or ale, if you’ve got it.” I gestured at the guards. “A few soldiers wouldn’t hurt either.” 
 
    “We guard the princess,” said the tall one. “We are not part of the temple’s resources. 
 
    What crawled up his ass? “What’s your problem, man? Hannah just told you what the princess said.” 
 
    “My problem, Baker, is that you no longer hold favor with the king.” 
 
    “That is quite enough, Sir Arthum,” said Hannah, and I wondered if the princess’s handmaiden outranked him. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    “I shall explain everything to you on the road.” She straightened and tried to hide her excitement. “The princess wishes me to accompany you.” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” Doughboy jumped forward and hugged her leg. 
 
    Hannah giggled indulgently. 
 
    “Listen, sweetheart, the Badlands are no place for a handmaiden. I don’t know what Eva’s thinking, but you can’t come with me.” 
 
    “She told me you would say that.” 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    “She did indeed, but I assure you that I must accompany you, whether you like it or not. I have vowed to follow my princess’s orders to the letter, no matter the nature of them.” 
 
    “It’s going to be hard enough getting through the Badlands again without having to worry about you.” 
 
    I suspected Eva’s motives were to keep an eye on me. The last thing I needed was a spy breathing down my neck. 
 
    Before I could say more, a stable boy trotted over leading two horses packed with gear. 
 
    Hannah took the reins and offered me the larger of them, a beautiful black stallion. She stroked her white gelding before mounting. “Shall we?” 
 
    I wasn’t going to change her mind, so I let it go. I could lose her somewhere along the way, well before getting to the Monster Bane Mountains. 
 
    “Before we head to the Badlands, I want to see my manor.” 
 
    She frowned, and one of the soldiers snickered. Father Aerron made what I guessed to be a holy gesture. 
 
    “What the hell’s so funny?” I eyed everyone with annoyance. 
 
    “Farewell, Father, May the goddess watch over you.” Hanna sketched a bow from the back of her horse. 
 
    “And you, my child.” Father Aerron put a hand on my shoulder and bowed his head. 
 
    Hannah and the soldiers bowed their heads and closed their eyes in prayer. I did the same. 
 
    “Celesta, Goddess of Virtue, Daughter of Thodin, watch over Sir Jake and guide him on his long and perilous journey. Protect him from the foul creatures beyond the mountains. As Thodin’s Eye is my witness, I ask this favor.” 
 
    “I ask this favor,” the others repeated. 
 
    I got on my horse with Doughboy on my shoulder, and we rode through the gate. The urge to glance at the tower window nagged me every step of the way, but I denied the impulse and never looked back. 
 
    My return to Tarth was nothing like I’d imagined it would be. Eva’s games reminded me how much she used to piss me off. Had it not been for Scarlett, I would have told them all to go piss up a rope and gladly returned to Becka. 
 
    But Scarlett was in trouble, and I couldn’t turn my back on her. 
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    “So what was that all about?” I asked. “You guys got all weird when I mentioned my manor.” 
 
    “It was destroyed,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “No one knows for sure, but the princess thinks it was Lord Berdink’s men. Much like the king, the lord blames you for ruining the wedding and Eva’s decision to join the Order of Celesta.” 
 
    “Fuck me. Is there anything left? What about my lands?” 
 
    “The buildings were burned and the fields were salted. Nothing has grown there all summer.” 
 
    “Why the hell would they think I had anything to do with Eva’s decision? She makes her own decisions. I could barely get her to follow me in a straight line, let alone run off and become a nun.” 
 
    “She is a priestess.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “It is a noble title.” She was suddenly defensive and full of frowns. 
 
    “Tell that to her father,” I quipped. “Damn, I was hoping to gather some men, but I suppose all the servants and whatever ran away. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “I still want to see it.” 
 
    “As you wish. It lies northeast and is on the way to the mountain pass.” 
 
    I fumed about the loss of my manor as we traveled. I hadn’t even seen the place, and now it was trashed. I made a mental note to pay Lord Berdink a visit—if I made it out of the Badlands alive. 
 
    “What does the princess know about Scarlett’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Only what she learned from your doughy friend.” 
 
    “That she was taken by some kind of demon?” 
 
    “Yes. Doughboy arrived on our doorstep, a sodden mess and nearly dead. He had gotten to us by… what is it he does? Mind control creatures?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well he had mind-controlled a large owl, and he barely made it back. Eva prayed for three days and three nights for his health, and Celesta answered her prayers, Thodin bless her. When he was well enough, he explained what happened in his own way, and that’s when Eva prayed to Celesta to bring you back. After four days of continuous prayer, with no food and no sleep, her prayers were finally answered, and you arrived.” 
 
    “Damn. I didn’t know it would take so much to get me here. But why begin a ten-day silent retreat after all that?” 
 
    “To thank the goddess Celesta,” she said, like it was common sense. 
 
    “This demon that took Scarlett, is it a regular occurrence on this planet?” 
 
    “Not regular, but they do exist. Eva’s guess is that it wasn’t a demon, but a demon’s master who wanted Scarlett.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Only Celesta knows,” she said solemnly. 
 
    “Actually, she doesn’t.” I laughed despite my ire. “I asked her.” 
 
    Thodin’s Eye snuck out from behind a languid white cloud, and I was once again struck by the majesty of the blue-ringed planet. 
 
    I was back. 
 
    I was really back. 
 
    The circumstances sucked, and I felt bad about suddenly vanishing on Becka, but I was glad to be back on Tarth. I’d daydreamed about returning and being greeted as a hero by the people of Zenfindel. I’d imagined seeing Eva and Scarlett again and possibly continuing our adventures together. There had been quite a few sexual fantasies as well. But so far my new adventure was nothing but bad news. 
 
    “You seem to be close to the princess—” 
 
    “Priestess,” she corrected curtly. 
 
    “Whatever. You two are close.” 
 
    “And you want to know if she talks about you.” Hanna rolled her eyes. “Typical.” 
 
    “Actually, I was going to ask how she’s doing. She was pretty broken up about my departure, and it sounds like she did some pretty drastic shit, calling off the wedding and all.” 
 
    “The truth is Eva loves you.” Hannah regarded me despondently. “When you left, it broke her heart.” 
 
    “It did?” I didn’t know whether to be happy or bummed out. 
 
    She nodded, looking sad, but then she cracked up. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I was jesting with you,” she said and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, that was a cruel joke to play.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked away to hide my anger. “Kind of a dick move.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” Doughboy added from my shoulder. 
 
    The land on either side of the road was a long flat ocean of green grass dotted with random wildflowers. There were perhaps four hours until sunset; Thodin’s eye lingered in the west, a giant ringed marble playing peekaboo with the clouds. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir Jake. I shouldn’t have played with your heartstrings like that. I didn’t know you felt so strongly about the priestess. I only know what she told me, and she thought she meant nothing to you.” 
 
    “The princess knew damn well how I felt about her.” 
 
    “Felt?” 
 
    “Feel, whatever. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Did you ever tell her how you feel about her?” She arched a brow. 
 
    “No, I guess not. But some things don’t need to be said.” 
 
    “Sometimes those things do need to be said.” 
 
    “Tell me again why you’re playing love doctor for a relationship that no longer exists? I mean, Eva didn’t even care that I was right outside her tower.” 
 
    “She cared.” 
 
    “She had a funny way of showing it.” 
 
    “She was under a lot of pressure from her family. Traditions are the backbone of Zenfindel, and to go against popular belief, well, it was no small thing for Evangeline.” 
 
    “It’s in the past. Let it rest a while.” 
 
    She pointed at the fork in the road. “Our path lies to the left.” 
 
    We turned, and in the distance a forest grew out of the green plains. The ground began to rise and fall gently, and stones peeked out from under mounds of earth covered with small white flowers. 
 
    “These are the Fields of Dying,” she said when she saw my interest. 
 
    “Are those mounds…?” 
 
    “The graves of fallen heroes, yes.” 
 
    I tried to count them, but it would have taken me days. “What happened here?” 
 
    “They say that twenty thousand men lost their lives fighting off the monstrous hordes from the Badlands. It was an age ago, but we remember.” 
 
    “How far back does your history go?” I asked, wondering again why there were humans on this planet. 
 
    “Five thousand and fifty years,” she said, gazing upon the graveyard of white-flowered mounds. 
 
    “What happened at year zero?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What event kick-started time here?” 
 
    “Oh. Our arrival on this planet, of course.” 
 
    “Of course? That’s not something you hear every day. Where did you arrive from?” 
 
    “No one knows.” She clicked her tongue and snapped the reins. “This place makes me sad. Let’s give the horses a chance to play.” 
 
    She was a beauty, with ringlets bouncing on her shoulders, and other pleasant things bouncing along with them. She’d been sitting side-saddle, but now she swung one long leg over the horse and gave an excited yip. 
 
    “Come on, Stud,” I said in the horse’s ear. “Let’s not let a couple of girls show us up.” 
 
    I might as well have said “last one to the ladies gets no ass,” because that horse took off so fast, I was left white-knuckling the saddle horn and fighting to stay mounted. 
 
    We shot across the gravel road, leaving a trail of dust in our wake. When I had almost caught up to her, she steered down a narrow dirt path that wound around a large pond, wild and untended, lined with gnarled blue trees with long, purple, old man’s beard hanging from the boughs. 
 
    I could have sworn I saw a mermaid watching as we sped by, but the world was a blur of laughter, exhilaration, and a keen sense of freedom. 
 
    She finally pulled up and regarded me with sparkling eyes wet with tears caused by the wind. “Not bad for an Earthling.” 
 
    “Where did you learn that word?” 
 
    “From Evangeline.” 
 
    “Then she does talk about me!” I said and pumped my fist triumphantly. 
 
    She laughed and guided her horse through a wide stone gate. The sign above it read Myrwood Manor. 
 
    When I passed through the arch and beneath the low-hanging tree beards, the wind caught them and cast them aside, revealing a long stretch of brown hills, burnt buildings, and dead fields. A lake sat at the center, fed from the east by a river barely visible through the distant trees. 
 
    “This place must have been incredible once,” I said low and painfully. 
 
    “It was.” She reached across the distance between us, our horses nearly bumping each other, and rubbed my arm. “It can be once more.” 
 
    “I don’t know. How long does it take salted fields to recover?” 
 
    “Perhaps if you prayed to Celesta, she would make your land fertile once more,” she suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps, and perhaps she’ll tell me to get lost.” 
 
    We dismounted and scoured the ruins for a while, but there was nothing left of value. Even the dusty bottles of wine in the cellar had been smashed, which told me this hadn’t been the work of looters. 
 
    “How far did you say it was to Lord Berdink’s place?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t. Besides, we don’t have time. It is in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “Well when this is over, I’m going to fuck that dude up.” 
 
    “Charming.” She got back on her horse. “Shall we continue? There is nothing for you here, and we need to head out if we want to make the next town before midnight.” 
 
    “What happens at midnight? You turn into a frog or something?” 
 
    “Past midnight we won’t be able to get a room. I have no intention of sleeping outdoors if I don’t have to.” 
 
    I laughed. “And you want to explore the Badlands?” 
 
    Doughboy chortled and high-fived me, and with one last desolate glance at my destroyed manor, I mounted up and followed Hannah. 
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    We continued down the road long after sunset. I did most of the talking; Hannah kept asking me about myself and Earth. She seemed enthralled by my home planet and how much it sounded like Tarth. I was keen to the similarities as well, but when I pressed her about her people’s history, she gave me a half-assed answer and steered the conversation back to Earth. 
 
    I was pretty hungry by the time we reached the nearest town. It was a quaint little village called Willow Wood. There was a church dedicated to Thodin, a blacksmith shop, a bakery, a pub, stables, and a town hall on the main drag. Scattered elsewhere were small waddle and daub houses and farms. Like most villages, a river ran through Willow Wood, aptly named Willow River. 
 
    “Okay, Doughboy, into the backpack. You know how people freak out when they see you.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” he grumbled sleepily. 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you, bro.” 
 
    He groused some more as he climbed into the backpack, but two seconds later he was snoring softly. 
 
    We rode to a pub called the Brass Horse Tavern. It was a two-story place made of gray brick with thick beams jutting out in places. Upon the beams sat low burning lanterns. Two big bay windows offered a foggy look inside, where the flicker or fire send silhouettes dancing languidly. 
 
    “We should still be able to get a decent meal at this hour,” Hanna said as she dismounted. 
 
    “Any chance they have beer?” 
 
    “Does a horny duck drag his dick through the grass?” 
 
    I nearly laughed my ass right out of the saddle. “Boy, you’ve got a mouth. Since when do handmaidens talk like pirates?” 
 
    She tied her horse by the trough. I secured mine as well and followed her through the big wooden door. The pub was rustic and stained a dark red color. It smelled like pipe smoke and Guinness, and I liked the place immediately. There were about a dozen patrons, mostly men, and they all turned their heads when we talked in. The lot of them looked like they were from the south, and half of them talked like a bunch of hillbillies to boot. 
 
    I felt a little foolish, carrying my big-ass pizza shovel into a pub, but I wasn’t about to leave it outside for some drunk to steal. Besides, the looks I got were priceless. 
 
    We sat at a round table in the corner near the fire. It had been chilly out there on the road, and with the light clothes beneath my armor, I was cold. Why hadn’t the goddess summoned me one of those sweet Jon Snow cloaks made of god knows what that looked like it weighed a hundred pounds and smelled like Chewbacca’s ball bag? 
 
    Hannah hadn’t suffered like I had. She had a fur cloak, warm gloves, a hat, and you guessed it, boots with fur. 
 
    “By the gods, it’s warm in here,” she said as she peeled off her many layers. 
 
    I offered her a withering glance that she missed, busy as she was shedding her yeti furs. 
 
    While we waited for someone to serve us, I scanned the room and got a better feel for the crowd. There was an old man at the end of the big U-shaped bar, babbling incoherently, to the great amusement of some younger men about my age. There were four of them, and they looked like northern NY farmers, straight-backed and wide-shouldered, muscular, and ready to laugh at the drop of a dime. A man sat alone on the far side of the room, deep in the shadows. As I watched him, I thought if I looked up glum in the dictionary, I would see his sourpuss mug, eyes to the ground, face lifeless. Even his ears looked sad, drooping under some invisible weight. A couple of young lovers in the center of the room talked close and smiled way too much at each other. Closer to me and Hannah was a pair of middle-aged men caught up in some kind of card game that looked boring as shit. Then there were two dudes sitting at the end of the bar opposite the old man and the farmer boys; they kept their backs to us and seemed to be enthralled with their food and drink. 
 
    Nothing to worry about, I told myself, unless those farmer boys got bored and wanted to pick a fight, but I wasn’t too worried about them. I had an enchanted pizza shovel, not to mention a face-eating sentient wad of dough. They were also pretty drunk. 
 
    Within two minutes of our arrival, a plump middle-aged woman with rosy cheeks hurried over, acting all busy, though I didn’t know why. There was hardly anyone in the place. 
 
    “Whatcha want?” she asked hastily. 
 
    “Beer and food,” I said in the same manner. 
 
    She scowled at me. “All we’ve got is today’s stew, but it’s cold. The stoves have been off for hours.” 
 
    “You make your own bread here?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then you must keep the ovens stoked through the night.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And you could put our bowls of stew in the ovens and warm them up for us, I imagine.” 
 
    “I imagine I could, but that don’t mean I’m gonna. The place is dying down. Why do I want to go and warm up food for you?” 
 
    I glanced at Hanna. “You guys don’t have Yelp here, do you?” 
 
    “Yelp?” she said perplexed. 
 
    “I tell you what, miss—” 
 
    “Tresha.” 
 
    “I tell you what, Tresha. You do that for me, and I’ll give you a big tip.” 
 
    She looked me up and down and arched a brow. “What if I want the whole thing?” 
 
    Hannah burst out laughing, and Tresha finally showed us her smile. It’s amazing how getting someone to smile changes a person. 
 
    I laughed with them. “I mean a monetary tip. You know, a gratuity?” 
 
    “I’ll take the tip,” Tresha said to Hannah against the back of her hand, like it was a secret. Tresha seemed to like having an audience. 
 
    “You two are perverts.” I shook my head at them both. “Heat up our damned food for us, and not only will I give you the tip, but I’ll throw in some family jewels for you to play with too.” 
 
    That made her howl, and suddenly she was my best friend. “I’ll get that in the oven for ya, sugar. Want a drink to wash it down? You said beer, right?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks.” 
 
    “And for you, curly?” 
 
    “Table wine, if you have it,” said Hanna. 
 
    “If we have it?” Tresha chuckled and touched my arm. “Girl, does a pirate have crabs?” 
 
    Tresha chortled like a drunk chain-smoker who’d just watched someone walk into a wall and slapped me playfully on the shoulder. Then she waddled her ass back behind the bar and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    Hanna and I shared a befuddled look. 
 
    “Some colorful characters around here.” I scanned the place again and noticed that the two dudes who’d been sitting with their backs to us were now speaking close and quick and glancing over at us every other second. 
 
    “Those guys look like they know us.” I nodded toward the men at the bar. 
 
    Hannah turned toward them, and they promptly went about acting like they hadn’t been looking our way at all. 
 
    “Why did you look?” I asked. 
 
    “You told me to,” she said. 
 
    “No I didn’t. I said it looked like they knew us.” 
 
    “Okay, well, how am I supposed to know who ‘those guys’ are if I don’t look?” 
 
    “What was that voice you just did? Was that supposed to be me?” 
 
    Her green eyes glinted. “What about them, anyway? They aren’t looking at us now.” 
 
    “I think they know who I am. I just hope they don’t bother us until after we’ve eaten. I’m friggin’ starving.” 
 
    Tresha brought us our drinks and some bread, and set it on the table with a smile. “The bread’s fresh baked this morning, and I put it in the oven for a minute for you. I’ve got butter or strawberry jam if you want it.” 
 
    “Butter would be great,” I said warmly. 
 
    “Well then, go on, try the beer. Me and my boy brew it onsite.” She put her hands on her hips, pushed out her big breasts, and waited. 
 
    I eyed the ale, which was honey brown and bubbly. I gave it a sniff and smelled hops. I brought it to my lips and took a long pull. “Mmm, this is damn good. Does this come in small barrels?” 
 
    “It sure does, and you’re in luck, because I’ve got but one left of this batch.” 
 
    “You mind reserving it for me? I’d love to take this on the road with me.” 
 
    “The road, eh?” she glanced at us both with newfound interest. “Where you headed?” 
 
    “To visit an old friend,” I said and took another drink. 
 
    “Barkeep!” someone slurred. It was one of the farmer boys. “Get Gedrick another drink. He’s getting tired.” 
 
    “You leave that old man alone!” she yelled at the lot of them. “You’ll give him a damned stroke, egging him on like that. And don’t be asking him about the war no more!” 
 
    She turned to us with an apologetic frown. “Your food’ll be right up, I’ve got my boy, Gerson, working on it right now.” 
 
    She hurried off to give the farmer boys a talking to, but five seconds later she was laughing with them and shaking her ass. 
 
    The food was brought to us piping hot, and the smell drifting up with the steam made my stomach ache. Hannah had an appetite as great as mine. She spooned that food into her mouth as fast as I did and cleaned the bowl with a piece of bread when she was done. Tresha had brought a small pot of the stuff to the table, and as I was scooping us both another helping, the two red-headed ruffians approached our table. 
 
    I stood to greet them, my trusty pizza shovel leaning against the wall within arm’s reach. They eyed the weapon as they approached, but they didn’t look like they wanted any trouble. They carried weapons, and I guess they could have suddenly bum-rushed me if they wanted to, but I didn’t get that vibe from them. Besides, they were both redheads, and they didn’t look like brothers, which led me to believe they were part of Clan Black, or used to be. 
 
    “Evening, gentlemen,” I said and turned to block their view and access to Hannah. 
 
    They stopped immediately, and the taller of the two almost bowed. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you,” said the shorter, thicker one. “But are you Jake Baker?” 
 
    I checked to see if the name meant anything to anyone else, but none of the other patrons seemed to have heard, or else they didn’t care. 
 
    “What if I am?” I asked evenly, eyeing their sheathed blades. 
 
    They wore what I assumed to be adventurer or sell-sword garb: thick leathers with chainmail showing at the creases, long cloaks, daggers, swords, and heavy boots. 
 
    “We would like to sit and have a beer with the man who saved our sister’s life,” said the short one. 
 
    “Sister?” 
 
    “S-S-Scarlett,” said the tall, fidgety one. 
 
    “Have a seat.” I said. 
 
    Hannah moved my stuff over to her side, and the two men sat down. 
 
    “Name’s Gray Brown Black,” said the shorter of the two. “And this is Baby Blue Black.” 
 
    “Sh-sh-shut up,” said the tall one and extended his hand. “B-b-blue Black, at your s-s-service.” 
 
    “This is Hannah,” I said with a gesture at the handmaiden. 
 
    “Well met.” She sipped her wine, eyeing them suspiciously over the rim. 
 
    Tresha returned, and I ordered another round for us all. “How do you know who I am?” I asked the two men. 
 
    “S-S-Scarlett’s s-s-stories,” Blue said patiently. 
 
    “She wouldn’t shut up about you for weeks,” Gray confirmed. “Tall, dark, handsome, carries around a thin enchanted axe. Travels with a magical wad of dough that eats monster faces.” 
 
    “Sweeeet,” Doughboy said from my backpack against the wall. 
 
    We all glanced at it, then I looked at the two Blacks. “What are two Clan Black rangers doing this side of the wall?” 
 
    “R-R-Running away,” said Blue. 
 
    Gray slapped him in the chest. “We ain’t running away. We’re seeking help.” 
 
    Blue snickered and ogled me with a simpleton’s gaze. “We’re r-r-running away.” 
 
    “Damnit, you!” Gray said. 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Scarlett? Is that why you’re running—I mean seeking help so far west?” 
 
    “We know what happened to Scarlett,” said Gray. “It’s been happening to a lot of us lately. So far twelve have disappeared in the same manner.” 
 
    “Who took them?” I urged. “Who’s behind all this?” 
 
    “G-G-Gorrcon,” said Blue. 
 
    The pub suddenly became silent, and I slowly scoured the room to find every head turned our way. 
 
    “Sorry!” I said. “He’s got indigestion.” 
 
    “You mean the Gorrcon?” Hannah whispered. “The warlock whose armies almost breached the Monster Bane Mountains?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Gray. “We think he’s back, and he’s taking his revenge on the clan.” 
 
    “Great, a warlock,” I said with a sarcastic laugh and sipped my beer. “That should be fun.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Doughboy said he saw a demonic figure take Scarlett. That sound like one of Gorrcon’s minions?” 
 
    “Doughboy?” said Gray. 
 
    “My magical wad of dough that likes to eat monster faces.” I nodded toward the backpack. 
 
    “Yes, that sounds like one of Gorrcon’s minions,” said Gray. 
 
    “Are you sure it is truly him?” Hannah asked. “I thought Red Black killed him long ago.” 
 
    “So did R-R-Red,” said Blue. 
 
    “Warlocks are masters of death,” said Gray. “And Gorrcon was the most powerful of them all. It seems he has found a way around death.” 
 
    “That’s a neat trick.” I finished the rest of my beer when I saw Tresha coming with the new round. 
 
    She sensed the tension at the table and asked if Hannah and I were all right. 
 
    “Just keep the beers coming,” I said, adding, “And by the way, that stew was a blue ribbon winner. Your recipe?” 
 
    “My gram’s,” she said, blushing. 
 
    When she left us again, Gray leaned in. “We’re west of the mountains on Red’s orders, in search of the famed wizard, Maximarus.” 
 
    “Sounds like a big deal, that guy.” I tasted my new beer and savored the flavor. All this warlock, demon, and wizard talk was sure making me thirsty, and I might have had a little buzz on. 
 
    “Maximarus is the most gifted wizard to grace Fenzindel in the last hundred years,” said Gray a bit defensively. 
 
    “But why does Red need this Maximillian guy if he already defeated Gorrcon once?” 
 
    “M-M-Maximarus,” Blue corrected me. 
 
    “That’s what I said. Why does Red need him?” 
 
    “The wizard may be our only hope. Many lives, perhaps every life, depends on it.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” I waved my hands in surrender. “Don’t try to sell me some end of the world shit here. Even if Gorrcon is some badass warlock, it doesn’t mean he’s going to bring about the end of the world. This is all pretty melodramatic.” 
 
    “Do not underestimate—” 
 
    “The power of the dark side?” 
 
    “No,” said Gray. “The power of the magi.” 
 
    “Maximarus is known far and wide as a wise and powerful mage,” said Hannah. 
 
    “Yeah? Then why’s he such a hard dude to find?” I asked. “He a hermit or something?” 
 
    “He goes where the wind blows him,” Gray said with reverence. “He follows the waters to distant shores, migrates with the birds, dances with the—” 
 
    “So you’re telling me he’s some hippy who aimlessly wanders the earth? I mean Tarth? Sounds like Red’s really scraping the bottom of the barrel. You Blacks all have some insane magical powers. I saw it firsthand. Why don’t you all just go kick this Gorrcon’s ass?” 
 
    “Our powers are strong but limited,” said Gray. “We cannot do it alone.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Sir Jake,” said Hannah, indicating I was being too loud. 
 
    I stared Gray in the eyes. “Dude, I saw your brethren, or whatever you call them, summon a friggin’ tornado. I mean, the person who did it passed out afterward, but you don’t see that shit every day. I’d think the lot of you working together could kick this warlock dude’s ass pretty damn easy.” 
 
    “This warlock you speak of so dismissively is the most powerful that has—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, he’s a regular Voldemort. So what? What makes him so powerful?” 
 
    “He can s-s-summon the un-d-d-dead,” Blue managed to say. 
 
    “Not only that, but he can raise his fallen enemies.” I heard fear in his voice. “You don’t understand, Sir Jake. He surrounds himself with the most terrible creatures imaginable. It is nearly impossible to get to him, unless—” 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “Unless you do something like Red did. He pretended to be a sycophant and went through the initiation phase. He killed… he did terrible things. It took him years, but finally he got close enough.” 
 
    “And what? Killed Gorrcon? Just like that?” 
 
    “Yes, just like that,” said Gray. “But it was not as easy as you make it sound. Red was never the same after that. But he saved the lives of tens of thousands. Had he not killed Gorrcon, the monsters of the Badlands and worse would have flooded the Monster Bane Mountains and poured into the mainland, and they would have left a trail of blood and tears behind them the likes of which has never been seen.” 
 
    “That’s why he can’t kill Gorrcon this time,” Hannah said in realization. “Gorrcon knows who he is. Everyone does.” 
 
    “And Gorconn is probably gunning for Red,” I added. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Gray. “Which brings us to the disappearance of our brothers and sisters. Gorconn is out for revenge, and Red fears the warlock will kill every last one of them to get back at him.” 
 
    “Shit.” I chugged my beer, fearful for Scarlett. 
 
    “Poor Scarlett,” said Hannah. 
 
    “So you think this Maximarus guy can help, huh?” I asked Gray. 
 
    “If anyone c-c-can,” said Blue, “he c-c-can.” 
 
    “Maximarus is our only hope,” Gray added. 
 
    “That’s not true,” said Hannah. “Celesta brought Jake all the way from another world to find Scarlett.” 
 
    “You’re really from another planet?” Gray asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t share Hannah’s opinion of my ability to help with this, not if Gorrcon is half as badass as you say he is. Hell, I’m a pizza-slinging college kid who just wants to drink, fuck, and have fun. I don’t need this shit. But Scarlett’s my friend, so here I am.” 
 
    “M-M-Maybe he should c-c-come with us.” Blue looked at Gray expectantly. 
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s a waste of resources. I’m sure the two of you can hunt down some old geezer. I’m going to continue with the quest I was given.” 
 
    “You mean we?” said Hannah. 
 
    “I ignored her. “I’m on my way to speak with Red. I need to find out more about Gorrcon and how to kill him. Can you tell me where to find him? I’m not familiar with the Black, uh, lair or whatever.” 
 
    “Red is with the rest of our brothers and sisters in the Black Keep.” Gray glanced around, leaned in conspiratorially, and whispered the directions. I memorized the way as best I could, and the Blacks finished their beers and stood. 
 
    I offered a hand to each man. 
 
    “Good luck on your quest, Sir Jake,” said Gray. 
 
    “Good luck finding Maximarus. Perhaps we’ll meet again.” 
 
    “M-M-M’lady.” Blue gave Hannah a small bow, and the men left. 
 
    “Strange they’re not staying here for the night,” said Hannah. 
 
    “Speaking of that, we need to get a room. We’ve got a long day of travel ahead of us.” I finished my beer and belatedly realized my pockets were empty. “Shit. You didn’t happen to bring any money, did you?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Of course I did. Who sets out on a quest with no funds?” 
 
    “My manor was kind of burned to the ground. You mind taking care of the bill? I’ll pay you back.” 
 
    She paid, and we rented a room for the night and asked for the horses to be stabled. Tresha thought it strange for a lady to be paying for a room, and she offered to let me spend the night in her bed instead. I graciously declined, saying I’d never be able to do her as good as she deserved, given how tired I was. 
 
    She didn’t believe me, of course, and gave Hannah a knowing look. 
 
    Stairs to the right of the bar led us up to a balcony overlooking the pub. Down a hall were four doors on each side. Our room was at the end and on the right, and just as Tresha had warned us, it was tiny. The bed was large, however, and as soon as I saw it, I staggered over and crashed on it face-first. 
 
    Doughboy rolled out of the backpack, came to a stop against the wall, and gave a contented yawn. 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Hannah. “But I believe in this situation, the lady gets the bed.” 
 
    “Sorry, sweetheart, but I’m going to be sleeping on the ground for god knows how long after this, so you’re just going to have to deal with it.” I sat up, unlatched my pauldrons and forearm guards, and tossed them and my gauntlets on the floor. My boots and shin guards went next, followed by the rest of my armor and my shirt. I left the pants on for Hannah’s sake. 
 
    She didn’t quite know what to do, and huffed and puffed while I undressed. I pulled the sheet up and patted the bed next to me. 
 
    “I’m not going to try anything,” I said sleepily. 
 
    “That’s not what I heard,” she said with a raised brow. 
 
    “What has Eva been telling you?” 
 
    “She told me enough.” 
 
    I rolled over so she could have some privacy. “Just go to sleep.” 
 
    I heard her undress and felt her slip in beside me. It had been a hell of a long day, and I started drifting off immediately. But Hannah didn’t seem tired at all, and I could feel her shifting around continuously. 
 
    “Jake?” she whispered. 
 
    “Ugh. Sleeping.” 
 
    “Do you love Scarlett?” 
 
    That woke me up. “Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    “You’re risking your life to save her.” 
 
    “I was summoned by Eva to find Scarlett because she’s our friend. Now will you please let me sleep?” 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question. Do you love her?” 
 
    I rolled over. She was on her side, staring at me. The light coming in under the door offered enough illumination for me to see. “Have you ever met Scarlett?” 
 
    “Yes, she visited Eva last month. She stayed for a few days, and I got to know her.” 
 
    “But you barely know her. Why are you asking if I love her? What are you doing, fishing for information for the princess?” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep and wanted to talk, but never mind if you’re so tired.” 
 
    “Good night.” I rolled over and was out in no time. 
 
    I dreamed of Becka. She wasn’t crying in her cereal, wondering where I’d disappeared to. She was on Tarth with me, and we were on a quest to find Frodo Baggins’s lost nipple ring. 
 
    Yeah, dreams are weird. 
 
    I woke up the next morning feeling groggy, and I was hungry as hell. Hannah wasn’t in bed next to me, but Doughboy was still snoozing away at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Hey, D, you know where Hannah went?” 
 
    He shrugged and yawned. 
 
    “I hope she didn’t get in any trouble.” I got up and dressed in my armor. The longer I wondered about Hannah, the more worried I became. 
 
    I was just about to go in search of her when the door opened, and she maneuvered across the threshold balancing a steaming cup of coffee and a pastry in each hand. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said cheerfully. She looked like she had already bathed and done herself up. 
 
    “Thanks.” I accepted a coffee and pastry and dug in. “You get this downstairs?” 
 
    “Tresha was insistent that you try her pastries. She said she had other treats for you, as well.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” I said with my mouth full. 
 
    A woman’s scream quieted us both, and I froze to listen more closely. It sounded like there was an argument going on downstairs, and I could hear Tresha’s voice. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said, and when Doughboy bounded off the bed and padded toward the door, I added, “Both of you.” 
 
    I stuffed the rest of the pastry into my mouth, grabbed my pizza shovel, and crept down the hall toward the balcony overlooking the pub. Tresha was really giving it to someone, and I felt bad for the dude until I peered over the railing and saw half a dozen soldiers wearing the Fenzindel crest. 
 
    “Where is the defiler?” one of the soldiers asked in a threatening tone. 
 
    “You have no right to disturb my guests!” said Tresha. 
 
    “We are here on the king’s orders, and if I find out you’re hiding a fugitive, you can kiss your little shithole of a pub goodbye.” 
 
    I hurried back down the hall as soldiers started up the stairs. Hannah was watching me from the door with Doughboy on her shoulder. 
 
    “We gotta split,” I hissed. “Come on!” 
 
    There was a window at the end of the hall. I scanned at the street below. There were no guards that I could see, and there was a ledge we could climb out on. Hopefully there was somewhere to go from there. I opened the window and held the curtain for Hannah. 
 
    “Ladies first.” 
 
    She slunk out without a word. A moment later a soldier topped the stairs and yelled down the hall. 
 
    “You there, halt!” 
 
    I joined her on the ledge. The drop was about fifteen feet, and I knew we couldn’t make it without breaking something. 
 
    Where was a wagon full of hay when you needed one? 
 
    “Sweeeet!” said Doughboy. He hopped up and down, reaching for me like a toddler who wanted to be carried. When I looked at him curiously, he puffed up like a balloon. 
 
    “Good idea, bro,” I said and told Hannah to take Doughboy’s hands. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    When the guard who had yelled at me to stop popped his head out, I yanked him out by the collar. He landed in the street with a thud and groaned like the wind had been knocked out of him. People walking by gasped and pointed up at us. 
 
    “Go!” I said and shoved Doughboy into Hannah’s arms. I gave her a push, and she screamed as she was pitched off the ledge. Doughboy puffed up and expanded like a parachute, and although she didn’t exactly float down to the street like Mary Poppins, she managed to land on her feet without hurting herself. 
 
    I sat on the ledge, turned myself around, and lowered myself, hanging from my fingertips. The fall was still at least eight feet, but I landed without breaking anything and grabbed her hand. 
 
    We raced to the stables, only to skid to a stop when we saw a group of the king’s guard waiting for us. They stood between us and our horses, and all three were armed. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told Hannah. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    I walked forward and pulled my pizza shovel from my back, giving it a few practice swings. 
 
    “You boys sure you want to dance with the man who killed the Goblin King?” 
 
    “Drop your weapon, Baker, and call off your demon,” said one of the soldiers. They unsheathed their swords in unison. 
 
    Doughboy growled. 
 
    “Make it quick, bro, but don’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet!” he grumbled, and two of the soldiers shared a fearful glance. 
 
    “We only kill monsters, remember?” 
 
    Doughboy continued to complain as he padded toward the men. One of them leapt forward and split Doughboy in two with his sword, but my little buddy’s body reformed after the blade hit the ground. 
 
    I charged the stunned soldiers as Doughboy sprang into action. His arms shot out left and right and wrapped around the necks of two of them. He jerked them toward each other and bashed their heads together. 
 
    They crumpled to the ground, and Doughboy jumped onto the face of the third soldier. I parried a sword as one of the soldiers still standing tried to gut me like a pig. His sword arm went wide, and I slammed the shaft of the pizza shovel into his face. Another soldier tried to get in a cheap shot from behind, but I spun and slapped that blade aside, putting him down in the same manner. 
 
    Doughboy kept the rest of them busy while Hannah and I mounted up. More soldiers were racing toward the stables, so I slapped the reins and told Doughboy to jump on. We shot out into the path of the pursuing soldiers, sending them scrambling out of the way. 
 
    The horses’ hooves clicked on the cobblestone as we raced down the street, and villagers screamed and dove out of the way when they saw us coming. We continued through the village and sped through the open gates. 
 
    “I think we lost them!” she yelled over the wind. 
 
    “Think again.” I pointed at the horsemen emerging from the gate. 
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    “We’re not going to outrun them.” The soldiers were hot on our tails. They were about four hundred yards away and gaining. 
 
    “What do we do?” Hannah asked, raising her voice to be heard. 
 
    The road took a hard right turn and continued down into a valley, and for a time we were out of sight of our pursuers. I pulled the stallion to a stop and dismounted. Hannah halted beside me.  
 
    “Take my horse to that copse of birch trees and stay out of sight,” I said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Set a trap. Go!” 
 
    She led my horse away and made herself invisible. The trees nearby were like those from the south, with that old man’s beard stuff hanging off them like a hag’s tattered cloak. 
 
    “Doughboy, I want you to climb up there and wait. I’m going to get the soldiers to stop right under you, and when they do, drop and wreak havoc.” 
 
    “Sweeeet,” he said and rubbed his little hands together. 
 
    “And D, no killing unless it’s absolutely necessary,” I reminded him sternly. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, shot an arm about thirty feet up into the canopy, then swooped up onto a branch like Spiderman. 
 
    I stood in the middle of the road and waited for the riders with my pizza shovel slung over my shoulder like a rifle. I heard them coming long before I saw anyone, but soon three riders turned the distant corner. 
 
    The lead man held up a hand, and they slowed to a trot. They approached slowly, the two in back training their crossbows on the trees and underbrush and scanning the canopy for an ambush. 
 
    When the lead man stopped, the two behind him aimed their weapons at me. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” he asked, but I didn’t have a chance to reply. 
 
    Doughboy dropped out of the trees, limbs spread like a flying squirrel. His body became wide and flat, like a spinning crust being formed by a master pizza maker. He must have been six feet wide when he landed on the heads of the two soldiers. 
 
    The men lost their shit when Doughboy plopped on top of them. One of them fired, his bolt hitting a tree far to my left. The horses were so startled by Doughboy’s attack that they bucked the men off and ran away. Meanwhile Doughboy tied them up with his doughy body. 
 
    The captain didn’t try to help them; he unsheathed his sword and kicked his horse’s sides, spurring the beast into a charge. I held my ground, my massive blade ready. The captain let out a war cry and slashed downward as he passed on my right. I deflected the attack with the flat of my blade, jarring the man and knocking the sword out of his hand. 
 
    He turned around close to where Hannah was hiding and pulled a crossbow from his saddle. Doughboy was still tying up the other men, and they were screaming bloody murder, thinking that at any minute, he was going to eat their faces. 
 
    The captain fired his crossbow at me, and I turned my shovel sideways, deflecting the bolt at the last second. He reloaded, and I took the opportunity to attack. I hauled off and threw my pizza shovel like an axe, sending it spinning end over end in a blur. It hit the horse, and the beast went down hard, along with the captain. When I reached him, he was still trying to load his crossbow, but he was in a lot of pain. His leg was pinned under the dead horse; I could see the bone sticking out of his thigh. 
 
    I kicked the crossbow aside and grabbed my enchanted pizza shovel. “How we doing back there, D?” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” he called back. 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill your horse,” I said to the man, “but I had no other option.” 
 
    “You will pay for that, and you will pay for what your demon has done to my men.” He spit at me, though it only speckled my shin guards. 
 
    “Why are you chasing me?” I asked. 
 
    “You are to be brought before the king to answer charges.” 
 
    “What charges?” 
 
    “Defiling the Princess Evangeline.” 
 
    “Defiling the princess? I never defiled her.” 
 
    “Tell that to the executioner,” he said and sneered. 
 
    “Listen, I’m not going to hurt you or your men, but I’m not helping you out from under that horse either.” I left him there, groaning in pain, and rounded up the other two soldiers with Doughboy’s help. 
 
    They had manacles on them, so I shackled them together by the wrists. For the man under the horse, it was going to be a bitch if they moved too fast. 
 
    “I imagine your horses will return to you at some point,” I said as I mounted my stallion. “Good luck, fellas. When you get back to the king, tell him I said hi.” 
 
    We left them with their water skins within reach and continued down the road. I was bummed about having to kill the horse, and I was a little more than surprised to hear the accusations against me. 
 
    “Why the hell would the king think I defiled his daughter?” I asked Hannah. 
 
    Doughboy was riding on my shoulder. He glanced at me, rolled his eyes, and slapped his forehead. Hannah didn’t say a word. 
 
    “What did she tell you?” 
 
    “That you and Scarlett… did things to her,” she said at length. 
 
    “To her?” I laughed. “She was ready and more than willing.” 
 
    “She said you two got her drunk and did things.” She fanned herself. “Let’s just say they aren’t things a virgin princess should be doing.” 
 
    “She’s an adult. She wasn’t forced into anything. We were all drinking. Things just got out of control. How in the hell did the king find out we’d fooled around?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell him, if that’s what you’re insinuating.” 
 
    I glanced at Doughboy, who sat on the horse’s neck, facing forward. He noticed the attention and turned to look at me. “Did you tell anyone?” 
 
    He shook his head vehemently, and I believed him. 
 
    “Who else did Eva tell?” I asked Hannah. 
 
    “No one. I’ve been her handmaiden for five years. We’re really close.” 
 
    Eva had never once mentioned Hannah to me, but I didn’t tell her that. 
 
    “No wonder the king has men looking for me. He probably wants me hanged.” 
 
    She winced. “He wants you beheaded.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” said Doughboy with a sympathetic look my way. 
 
    I let out a mirthless laugh and shook my head, exasperated. “So not only did Eva refuse to speak with me, but she summoned me from Earth, knowing her father wanted me dead? What a gal.” 
 
    “She is worried about her friend, and you should be too,” Hannah said defensively, and I wondered what had crawled up her ass. Anytime I talked smack about the princess, Hannah took it personally. If nothing else, she was loyal to her mistress. 
 
    “Quiet!” I hissed and pulled the horse to a stop. 
 
    She halted beside me and listened, eyes wide, and finally heard it. 
 
    “Sounds like a friggin’ cavalry is coming our way.” I scanned both sides of the road. We were in a wooded area, but the trees were a pine variety and very tall, which left the forest floor covered in needles, cones, and ferns. 
 
    “We need to get off the road.” I dismounted and listened again, guessing we had less than a minute to get out of sight. “D, can you stay behind us and cover our tracks? You know, sweep the ground?” 
 
    He nodded, and I guided my horse into the woods, with Hannah following close behind. We made it about a hundred yards in before the cavalry raced by. I couldn’t see much more than blurs of metal armor, but it looked like there were dozens of soldiers. Someone at the temple must have tipped off the king, most likely the guard who’d given me the stink eye the entire time. 
 
    “We’re going to have to stay off the road,” I said. 
 
    “I have no problem sleeping in the woods. I’ve done it a number of times.” 
 
    “Good, then I won’t have to listen to you piss and moan, like your mistress did every step of the way.” 
 
    “For someone who thinks they were in love with Eva, you sure do seem to loathe her.” 
 
    I turned around slowly. “Can we please not talk about the damned princess? How about we don’t talk at all for a while, okay? If we get captured, it’s my ass, not yours.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be rude,” she said, all hurt like. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving.” It was cool in the shade of the pines, but there were a lot of bugs infesting the area, and a few hours in, I began to lose my sense of humor. Doughboy helped, shooting his tongue out like an overgrown frog and eating the deerflies and other little bastards pestering us. When dusk arrived, the bugs got worse, and I decided I’d had enough. 
 
    I pulled the horse to a stop. “This looks like a good spot to make camp.”  
 
    “I thought you’d never say that,” said Hannah. 
 
    There was a babbling brook for the horses to drink from, and I left my stallion with Hannah while Doughboy and I gathered firewood. Aside from providing us with warmth, the fire would also deter the bugs. 
 
    The deadwood around our perimeter was dry enough to burn, and after piling up Doughboy and grabbing an armload, we returned to our makeshift camp. To my surprise Hannah had been hard at work setting the place up. She’d gathered stones for a fire ring, set up our small field tents on high ground, and even picked a bunch of berries for us to snack on. 
 
    “Looks great,” I said as I dropped the wood near the stones. 
 
    “Thanks. You hungry? I’m starved.” 
 
    “Let me get this fire going so we can eat in peace. These damned bugs are driving me crazy.” 
 
    There was enough dry grass and twigs available to easily start a fire. We were a long way off the road, and I wasn’t too concerned about it being seen, but I kept it low just in case. Once it was crackling, I dug out a couple of half buried stones with flat tops to sit on. Once they were brushed off they made descent seats, and I finally got a chance to sit down and patch my bones. 
 
    We ate salted pork, goat cheese, and round bread as the sun disappeared in the west. We had plenty of water, but I was thirsty for a different kind of drink, so I tapped the small barrel of beer Tresha had given us and offered Hannah a cup. 
 
    The pine boughs kept the sky mostly hidden, but gaps in the canopy revealed a starry sky. 
 
    “At least we don’t have to worry about rain tonight,” I said. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” said Hannah. She presented me with her empty mug, and I cocked a brow. 
 
    “Thirsty tonight?” 
 
    “It helps keep the fear of the wild at bay.” 
 
    I refilled her mug, drank the remaining beer in mine, and poured myself another. “Cheers.” I held up my cup. 
 
    “What are we celebrating?” she asked, raising her drink. 
 
    “Not being captured by the soldiers.” 
 
    We tapped mugs, and I noticed Hannah was chugging hers. 
 
    “What else can you tell me about Gorrcon?” 
 
    “Not much.” She stared at the fire with a faraway look in her eyes. “It all happened long before I was born, but they say that Gorrcon amassed an army of thousands, including demons and other denizens of the underworld. He and his army nearly broke through the dwarven stronghold, but the combined efforts of the peoples of Tarth kept them at bay until Red finally defeated him.” 
 
    “You’d think Red would be known as a hero throughout the land,” I said, remembering how Red had said that Clan Black wasn’t talked about in Fenzindel, and they rarely got credit for their efforts in keeping the monster hordes at bay. “What’s with all the secrecy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think maybe everyone just wants to forget there are monsters on the other side of the mountains. They want to live in their happy little worlds and not be reminded of the darkness that lurks nearby.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true of most people,” I said. 
 
    After a long silence in which we sipped and stared at the fire, Hannah looked to me with concern. 
 
    “Are you worried about Scarlett?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Of course I am.” I laughed mirthlessly. “She’s being held by some nutjob warlock, and to tell you the truth, I don’t know what I’m going to do once I get to where I’m going. I mean, I defeated the Goblin King, but that was lucky. Had Doughboy not taken a magical bolt for me, I’d be dead and the princess would probably still be a prisoner.” 
 
    “Celesta wouldn’t have brought you here if she didn’t think you could help,” she said. 
 
    I fingered the amulet around my neck, the one that was supposed to repel magic, and wondered how well it would work against Gorrcon. 
 
    “I believe in you, Jake.” She gave me a warm smile. “I’ll help any way I can.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s been good having you along the last few days. I can see why Eva likes you.” 
 
    We drank the last of our beer and went to sleep about two hours after sunset. I didn’t usually go to bed that early, but I wanted to get up before dawn and sneak away while Hannah was still sleeping. She meant well, but I didn’t plan on bringing her to the Badlands. It wasn’t a place for a handmaiden. 
 
    I told Doughboy to keep watch over the camp, asked him to wake me up before sunrise, and to be careful not to wake Hannah. 
 
    I slept soundly that night, and when I awoke, I couldn’t tell if I’d been sleeping for fifteen minutes or five hours. Doughboy was tapping me on the shoulder and nervously but quietly farting. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I whispered. 
 
    I could see Hannah’s head at one end of the field tent. She appeared to be fast asleep. I’d packed the night before and decided to leave the tent where it was. Maybe I could pick one up when I went through the dwarven pass; taking it down might wake her. 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” said Doughboy as he stared at the sleeping beauty. 
 
    I gave him big eyes and pointed away from camp, and he solemnly started padding along. I led my horse silently through the woods, and when Doughboy and I were far enough away, I told him the hard truth. 
 
    “I know you feel bad about leaving her, but the Badlands are no place for a woman like her. She’ll get hurt, or worse, killed. You understand?” 
 
    He shrugged, still sulking. 
 
    “She’s better off without us. There are no real dangers for her here. She’ll just wake up and go back to the princess when she can’t find us.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” he said, shaking his head. “Not sweeeet.” 
 
    “Sometimes life’s not sweet. Sometimes it’s as sour as hell, and you’ve just got to deal with it.” 
 
    The sun rose an hour after we set out, and in the distance, I saw the Monster Bane mountains. With any luck we’d arrive before sundown. Then the real journey would begin. 
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    I stayed off the main roads most of the day, but by noon I was tired of the slow pace, the bugs, the mud, and the nearly impassible forest trails. I’d been walking the horse more than riding it, and at this rate I wouldn’t reach the mountain pass for days. So I risked the main road, and once we were on it, we rode like the wind. 
 
    Luckily I didn’t come across any more soldiers, and we reached the mountain pass before sunset. I was weary, hungry, and had a bit of a hangover from Tresha’s ale, but I was glad to see the dwarven statues looming high above the trees. 
 
    What I wasn’t happy about was seeing the dozen or so Fenzindelian soldiers blocking the path leading to Bright Ward. 
 
    “We’ve got trouble, D,” I said, and he awoke with a start on the horse’s back and came to attention like an attack dog. 
 
    One of the soldiers ordered us to halt. 
 
    He had the high ground, and there was nowhere for me to go. I was in a small canyon that led slowly upward, and the sheer cliffs on each side left me with few options. To make matters worse, half a dozen soldiers blocked my exit. 
 
    “I’m trying to get through the pass to the Badlands,” I yelled back. “I am on a quest, given to me by none other than Celesta, Goddess of Virtue.” 
 
    The man who had addressed me glanced at his comrades, then burst out laughing. “The Defiler of the princess is on a quest given to him by the Goddess of Virtue! Now that’s rich.” 
 
    The soldiers had a good belly laugh over that one. 
 
    “You know who I am,” I bellowed. “I’m Jake Baker, Monster Slayer, the man who killed the Goblin King, and I will let no one stand in the way of my quest, soldier of the king or not.” 
 
    That shut them up pretty quick, but the man in charge raised a hand, and a dozen crossbows were aimed at me. 
 
    “Drop your weapon, put your hands up, and walk toward me slowly, defiler!” 
 
    Doughboy glanced at me, and though he looked fearless in the face of such danger, I knew he couldn’t stop all the bolts aimed at my heart. I tried to think of a way out, but I was screwed six ways to Sunday. I bent to lay down my enchanted weapon, but then someone barked from on high. 
 
    “Oi!” 
 
    I saw the speaker and grinned. 
 
    The commander scanned the tall cliff, then turned around and glanced behind him, where the stout dwarf commander, Garthor, stood proudly, hands on hips. 
 
    “Sir Jake Baker be a guest o’ King Havrok, and we be here to make sure he ain’t molested by the likes o’ you.” 
 
    “We?” said the commander. 
 
    About fifty dwarves appeared on the edge of the surrounding rock faces. Others popped up among the startled soldiers, and still more rappelled down from the ledges above. 
 
    “Aye, like I be sayin’,” said Garthor. “We be here to ensure Sir Jake’s safety. Kindly call of yer men, turn yer asses around, and beat feet!” 
 
    Beside me, Doughboy snickered. 
 
    “The king will hear of this,” the commander warned. 
 
    “Aye, that be for sure. He’ll be hearin’ how ye brought human soldiers onto dwarven lands with malicious intent toward the good dwarf king’s honored guest. Ye be knowin’ Jake Baker killed the damned Goblin King, ain’t ye?” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” Doughboy sang, and I high-fived him. 
 
    The commander turned his murderous eyes from Garthor to me. 
 
    “Go on then,” said Garthor, waving them off. “Get gone or we’ll kick yer asses quicker than quick got ready!” 
 
    The commander signaled his soldiers, and they lowered their crossbows. He walked toward me as his men filed out. “This isn’t over. Soon as you come through this pass again, I’ll be there, and—” 
 
    Doughboy grew about ten times his size, puffing up like a blowfish and roaring like a flatulating dragon’s ass. 
 
    The commander was so startled that his voice went up about five octaves, and he fell back, tripped on a rock, and fell flat on his butt. 
 
    “Doughboy!” I said with faux concern. “That wasn’t very nice.” 
 
    He shrugged and continued to laugh. 
 
    “Need a hand?” I said and reached toward the commander. 
 
    He slapped it away, shot Doughboy a menacing glance, and stiffly joined his men. 
 
    I led the horse farther up the trail as the dwarves gathered around to guard my flank, pat me on the back, or ask me what it was like to kill the Goblin King. Apparently word of my heroics had spread through their halls since last I’d been there. 
 
    “Welcome back, Sir Jake,” said Garthor. He extended a hand, and I shook it loosely, which I instantly regretted. His grip was crushing, and I slapped his shoulder and pulled back with a hearty laugh. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Garthor. Thanks for the help. Those men have been dogging me since I returned to Tarth.” 
 
    “Aye, I heard what they was sayin’ ’bout ye. But I don’t know ’bout all that defilin’ business. Ye didn’t do nothin’ like that, did ye?” 
 
    “No, no, just a misunderstanding. It was the princess who prayed to Celesta to bring me back, and if she had any ill will toward me, she wouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t she though? Her handmaiden tells us you’ve been sent on a dangerous quest, and that be soundin’ like somethin’ a scorned woman would do.” 
 
    I laughed with him, and then I realized what he’d just said. “Wait, did you say her handmaiden told you?” 
 
    “Aye, Hannah,” he said as we reached the big iron gates. 
 
    “Hello, Jake,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Hannah grinned and waved at me with a “Fuck you very much” look on her face. 
 
    “Sweeeet!” said Doughboy as he farted his way over to her and jumped in her arms. 
 
    “What the hell? How did you get here before us?” I asked, totally perplexed. 
 
    “I guess I’m just a faster rider than you,” she said nonchalantly. 
 
    That got a laugh from the dwarven fellows gathered around like we were the best show on Tarth. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” I said out of the corner of my mouth. “In private?” 
 
    She tapped her chin, pretended to think about it for a minute, and said, “No, you cannot.” Then she haughtily walked through the iron gates. 
 
    “Quite a spitfire ye got there,” said Garthor. “Reminds me o’ the princess, she does.” 
 
    “Me too.” I followed the procession. “I swear she could be her sister.” 
 
    We walked through the city and then got on the infamous dwarven railway system we’d used the last we’d been here. Doughboy sat with Hannah the entire time, and she planted herself as far away from me as possible, refusing to even look at me. Garthor talked my ear off the entire time, preventing me from speaking with her. 
 
    “What do you know about Gorrcon?” I asked in the middle of one of his battle stories. 
 
    The entire railcar became silent, and the handful of dwarves inside glanced my way worriedly. 
 
    “I’d be careful throwin’ that name around,” Garthor said quietly. “Folks tend to do funny things when they hear it.” 
 
    “I’m not throwing it around,” I said loud enough for all to hear. “I have reason to believe he’s back.” 
 
    “Ye shut yer mouth!” one of the soldiers barked. 
 
    “Mind yer damned mouth,” Garthor yelled back. Then, turning to me, he said. “What’s this ye say?” 
 
    “I’m on a quest to find the Badlands ranger, Scarlett Black. She went missing, and Doughboy said he saw a demon take her.” 
 
    “There be demons and demon summoners on the other side o’ the wall. Why do ye think that hated warlock’s got anythin’ to do with it?” 
 
    “Because Red Black thinks so, and if anyone’s an authority on the subject, I imagine it would be him.” 
 
    “Red Black, ye say?” 
 
    The railcar came to a sudden, jarring halt, and Hannah yipped when she was thrown into the dwarf beside her. But her collision was cushioned by Doughboy, and the two waltzed out of the big metal car without so much as a glance at me. 
 
    “What a little traitor.” I shook my head. 
 
    “The little guy’s taken a likin’ to her.” Garthor laughed. “Can ye blame him?” 
 
    We walked the long halls for nearly twenty minutes and climbed up endless flights of winding stairs. Hannah walked far ahead. If she thought I was going to go running after her with questions and apologies, she was out of her mind. 
 
    When we finally reached the king’s halls, my legs were sore as hell, and I was covered in sweat. Hannah kept laughing at Doughboy’s ridiculous antics and acted like she had not a care in the world. I thought of Garthor’s previous comments and realized that not only was she a lot like the princess, she was worse! 
 
    The dwarf king appeared to be a fan of gold leaf, because every inch of his high-ceilinged audience hall was almost completely covered in it. Where the fine golden leaf didn’t cover the walls, there were huge paintings of kings of old, the banners of the many dwarven clans, and the flags of Zenfindel and other nearby countries. The floor was made of highly polished gold bricks, and walking on them made me feel like pretty hot shit. 
 
    As we crossed the ridiculously wide, gilded hall, the massive throne loomed before us. When I say massive, I mean ab-so-fucking-lutely gigantic! It was three stories high and looked like a giant dick. There were even two huge golden balls at the bottom of the staircase, which ran along what would have been the underside of the phallus. 
 
    A short dwarf in scholarly robes floated toward us, one hand held up as though he were swearing over a bible and the other holding a long bedazzled scepter. 
 
    “Welcome to the hall of the great, the revered, the blustery wind of the east, the guardian of the great divide, the master of Monster Bane, the godly dwarf, whose titles stretch from here to the Eye of Roxxor, King Havrok Korvah!” 
 
    “What is the eye of Roxxor?” I whispered to Garthor. 
 
    “Ye be knowin’ it as the Eye o’ Thodin, I be reckonin’.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Shh!” Hannah hissed. 
 
    “Not sweet!” said Doughboy. The little fucker even scowled at me like she did. 
 
    “I am Rhunewynn, master of the word, the way, and the light. Thank you for coming.” He bowed, and I glanced at Garthor. He silently urged me to bow, and together we returned the gesture. 
 
    Trumpets suddenly blared in the grand chamber, and I just about sharted as I jerked erect. 
 
    High atop the throne, the king stood and slowly made his way down the gilded steps. His robe trailed behind him, long and red and gold, with scarlet hem work and golden tassels that hung over the sides of the magnificent phallus.  
 
    He took about a year to get to the bottom, which was fifty yards away from us, and when he did I could finally make out his appearance. He looked to be in his fifties, with a braided red and brown beard that hung to his portly belly. Speaking of which, that belly was big. If he were female, I would have guessed he was three months past due. He looked in his forties, which I assumed meant he had been a young boy when Gorconn’s reign of terror was going on. 
 
    Four dwarves emerged from behind the gilded balls at the bottom of the throne and slid a smaller throne behind His Holiness’s ass. 
 
    Hannah was eating it up. She stood, her back straight as a two-by-four, shoulders back, chest out, chin up. Beside her, little Benedict Arnold mimicked her pose. 
 
    The king sat, and Phunewynn guided us with flamboyant grace toward his liege. Then, like Pat Sajak indicating where a contestant should stand for that dramatic final spin, he pointed at the floor and told us to halt. 
 
    We stopped ten feet from the king, and he regarded us with wary interest. 
 
    “Jake Baker,” he said in a voice that was not as deep as I would have guessed, given his gruff appearance. And it had a regal accent to it. “I have been keen to meet you.” 
 
    “Thank you, your, er, my liege,” I said with a bow. 
 
    “My lord,” said Hannah and also bowed. “I apologize for Sir Jake’s—” 
 
    “Who are you?” said King Havrok, as if he were a rock star and she had somehow snuck into his dressing room. 
 
    “She’s with me, Your Highness. That is Hannah, handmaiden of Princess—uh, Priestess Evangeline.” 
 
    “And this must be the indomitable Doughboy.” The king got up and walked over to my doughy buddy, and for a moment a wave of panic washed over me as I imagined him eating the king’s face. 
 
    Now I know how dog owners feel when strangers get all up in their animal’s face. 
 
    “I’ve heard quite a lot about you, little one.” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” said Doughboy, with big anime eyes. 
 
    The king chuckled and looked up at me. “Tell me, Sir Jake, what brings you back to my kingdom?” 
 
    “I’m on a quest to find the ranger, Scarlett Black.” 
 
    “Black, you say?” He rubbed his chin. “Of Clan Black, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes. Doughboy says a demon took her. We think Gorrcon is behind it.” 
 
    “Gorrcon!” His voice boomed through the chamber, and his eyes went wide with fear. “You must be mistaken, lad. Gorrcon was defeated long ago, when my father was the king of these mountains.” 
 
    “My intention is to find out, sire.” 
 
    “Such dark tidings you bring to my audience chamber.” He scowled, then rubbed his belly. “Your words have made me hungry. Let us dine and speak no more about it. There are many questions I have about your home world.” 
 
    We dined with him in a grand hall no less decorated than the audience chamber, and after answering a number of questions about Earth, I changed the topic to the disappearance of members of Clan Black. 
 
    But the king wanted nothing to do with such conversation. He dismissed my worries with a wave of his bedazzled hand and continued to gorge himself on the fancy fare set before us. 
 
    I was more than a little disappointed to meet the king. I’d expected a badass, gruff bastard like Gimli from The Lord of the Rings, but instead I’d me a pampered king who likely hadn’t seen battle in his lifetime. Hannah, on the other hand, seemed quite smitten with him, and as the dinner progressed, he took a liking to her as well. 
 
    By the time I finished eating, I was feeling pretty buzzed from all the heavy dwarven ale, and I couldn’t help but press the issue of Gorrcon’s return. “My liege, if what Red has predicted is true, what will the dwarves do to stop Gorrcon’s rise?” 
 
    He blanched and stuffed his face with roasted chicken. “I assure you the warlock has not returned.” 
 
    “But if he has, what aid can you give the Blacks?” 
 
    He was getting annoyed by the line of questioning, but frankly, I didn’t give a shit. The dwarves of the Monster Bane Mountains were the last defense against the horrors of the Badlands, and his dismissive attitude was pissing me off. 
 
    “Sir Jake,” he said evenly. “Clan Black is always stirring up trouble and making fanciful claims of the dangers that exist beyond the mountains. I can assure you, the Badlands no longer harbor the terrors of the past.” 
 
    “Have you ever been beyond the mountain pass?” I asked, and Hannah nearly choked on her food. 
 
    The king gazed at me calmly. “What does that matter?” 
 
    “I have been to the Badlands, sir, and I can tell you it is not as tame as you make it out to be. From what I know of Red Black, he is a man of his word. If he says Gorrcon has returned, I think it is worth looking into—” 
 
    “You have ruined my dinner,” he said wearily and dropped his half-eaten chicken leg onto his silver plate. The sound echoed through the silent room, and Hannah shot me a look of warning. 
 
    “My apologies, but this is serious.” 
 
    “Serious?” The king scowled. “You come to my world, travel to my mountain, eat from my table, and you have the audacity to tell me what is serious and what is not? You think the word of a magical pile of dough and the rumors of that scoundrel Red Black are enough for me to launch an expedition into the Badlands?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said bluntly. 
 
    “Sire, what Jake means is—” 
 
    “What I mean is what I say,” I told her. 
 
    There was a long silence, and I wondered if I’d gone too far. 
 
    “What I can do for you, Sir Jake Baker from Earth, is offer you our blacksmith’s best armor and wish you well. You deserve that for killing the Goblin King. But I have no doubt that once you travel to the Badlands, you will find your worries are unfounded.” 
 
    “For everyone’s sake, I hope you’re right.” 
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    The king took his leave, grumbling about Clan Black and meddling foreigners, and Hannah and I were led to our separate quarters by servants. I brought a cask of dwarven ale with me and paced the small subterranean room as I bitched to Doughboy about the king. 
 
    Hannah burst into my room shortly after, looking all worked up. “I cannot believe you,” she said, hands on hips and a scowl on her pretty face. 
 
    “Go home, Hannah. You shouldn’t even be here.” 
 
    “I was instructed to travel with you to the Badlands by Evangeline, and by the gods, I’m going to.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked when she forced herself in front of me and stopped my pacing. “What’s the fucking point?” 
 
    “To… to ensure that you—” 
 
    “That I what? Don’t fool around with any women? Why the hell would the princess send you into the Badlands?” 
 
    “I do not ask my mistress such questions. I obey her orders.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe you should ask.” I walked around her and continued to pace. 
 
    Once again she got in my way. “You should not have spoken to the king like that.” 
 
    “Why not? This is serious shit, and he acts like a scared little bitch who doesn’t want to hear the truth. What kind of dwarf king is he, anyway? I thought the dwarves have been keeping the monsters at bay for centuries.” 
 
    “They have, but there has not been an attack since Havrok was a young boy. He is not like his father, who died defending the mountain pass when Gorrcon and his minions attacked.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s why he got so pissed. Daddy issues. But you’d think he’d want to get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can understand his hesitation.” 
 
    “Actually, I can’t.” I scoffed. “Why does he think Red’s such a scoundrel?” 
 
    “Didn’t the man push you over a ledge into a crowd of goblins?” Hannah asked with a look that seemed to say checkmate. 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Eva told me.” 
 
    “That’s true, but this feels different.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to clear my mind. “Red defeated Gorrcon the first time, right? So what’s with the king’s animosity toward him?” 
 
    “Jake, there are things you do not know.” 
 
    “Then enlighten me.” 
 
    Hannah hesitated and then said, “Red killed King Havrok’s father. That is how he got an audience with Gorrcon.” 
 
    “Oh shit.” I took another long pull of ale. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that?” 
 
    “I might have gotten to it, but you abandoned me on the road.” She was fuming, but I couldn’t have cared less. I was trying to wrap my mind around the events of Gorrcon’s demise. 
 
    “So Red infiltrated Gorrcon’s ranks, then he killed the dwarf king. What was his name?”” 
 
    “Raygar.” 
 
    “Red killed Raygar, gained an audience with Gorrcon, then assassinated him. Is that about right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “No wonder Havrok hates him, and that explains why Red and the Blacks aren’t talked about on the mainland, not in the context of heroes, anyway.” 
 
    “Some dwarves also claim Raygar was already dying, and he told Red to finish him off so he could gain an audience with Gorrcon.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, but the topic is taboo, and I would advise you do not go around asking about it. You’re likely to get yourself banned from traveling through the pass.” 
 
    “I guess we’re not going to get any help from the dwarves.” I drank more ale. 
 
    “You should not be drinking so much. We have a long road ahead of us in the morning.” 
 
    “Wrong, sweetheart. I have a long road. You’re going back to the temple.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing. Eva tasked me with—” 
 
    “Eva is a spoiled brat who doesn’t know better than to send her handmaidens into the Badlands, and for what? To keep tabs on me. Doesn’t it piss you off that she’s using you like that?” 
 
    Hannah scoffed. “You’re so full of yourself. The priestess is not trying to keep tabs on you.” 
 
    “What other purpose could you possibly serve? You’re not a warrior, you have no magic, and I don’t need anyone to empty my chamber pot!” 
 
    “You’re a rude brute of a man!” she wailed and ran out of the room. 
 
    I glanced at Doughboy, who’d been watching the exchange from the foot of my bed. “Can you believe this chick?” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” he said, and gave me a look that suggested I was being a dick. 
 
    “You can’t be suggesting we take her with us to the Badlands.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” he said again and rolled over to face the wall. 
 
    “You’re both fucking drama queens,” I said and finished my beer. 
 
    I might have been a little drunk, but I didn’t for a minute think I was out of line.  
 
    I don’t remember going to sleep, but I woke up some time later, face down in the pillow, to the soft sound of Hannah’s voice. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    I groggily came to and rolled over. There was a lone candle burning across the room, and Hannah’s naked silhouette stood in the middle of the room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    She took a hesitant step closer, and my attention sharpened. 
 
    “Do you think I’m beautiful?” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, wondering if I was dreaming. When I looked again, she was at the edge of the bed. The sight of her naked form awakened my libido, but the strangeness of the encounter was hard to ignore. “Yes, I think you’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Do you want me?” she asked, touching her breast, then moving her hand down her flat stomach. “Do you want to bed me like you bedded Scarlett?” 
 
    “Hannah….” 
 
    She climbed into bed and straddled me. She took my hands and placed them on her breasts. My cock stirred. 
 
    “Forget about Eva. Forget about Scarlett,” she whispered. “I’m right here.” 
 
    She kissed me deeply and pulled the sheet out from between us. I must have undressed before I crashed, because I was bare-assed.  
 
    Hannah rested her warm mound on my swollen cock and took in a passionate breath. “Make love to me, Jake.” 
 
    I pulled her down and kissed her, gyrating slowly and rubbing my dick against her, edging toward her opening. I was overcome by passion. Her soft skin, the ambient light, the sensation of her soft wet folds rubbing my cock—it was all too much for me to ignore, and I maneuvered the head of my cock between her pussy lips. 
 
    Then I realized she was crying and stopped. “Hannah, what’s wrong?” 
 
    She jumped off me, grabbed her nightdress, and ran out, balling. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    I got out of bed and wrapped the sheet around my waist. I emerged from the room and caught a glimpse of her turning the corner. “Hannah? Stop!” 
 
    She slammed the door to her quarters. I cautiously opened it. She was crying into her pillow. I closed the door behind me and approached her. “Hannah, I’m sorry if I—” 
 
    “You’re a bastard!” she screamed and threw a pillow at me. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked, but then I saw the look on her face, and everything suddenly clicked into place. 
 
    The endless questions about how I felt about Scarlet and Eva, the offense she had taken at the slightest negative comment about the princess, the familiar mannerisms—how had I not seen it before? 
 
    “Eva?” I said softly. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    I took a step closer, studying her body. How had I not noticed that it was just like Eva’s? The long legs, wide hips, pert ass, slender waist, and big breasts, which, now that I thought about it, had nipples that were identical to the princess’s. 
 
    “Eva, I know it’s you,” I said, standing over her. 
 
    “Leave me alone, Jake. You’re drunk.” 
 
    “Enough games.” I roughly ripped the sheet off her. 
 
    She shot out of bed and pushed me as hard as she could. Tears streamed down her face. I staggered back, tripping on the tail of the sheet I still clutched to my waist, and she ripped the pendant from around her neck. 
 
    To my amazement, Hannah’s brown, curly hair turned blond from root to tip and straightened, and her face morphed into that of the princess’s. 
 
    “Eva, why—” 
 
    “You’re a bastard!” She pushed me away when I tried to approach her. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” I said as forced her into my arms. 
 
    She broke free and slapped me across the face. When I didn’t react, she slapped me again, then pounded on my chest. I picked her up and tossed her on the bed. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you!” I bellowed. 
 
    “You said you thought you loved me, but you have no idea what love is!” She grabbed her nightdress and hastily pulled it back on. “You’d bed any woman who batted their eyes at you.” 
 
    I glared, fuming, and reminded myself to stay calm. “Are you seriously telling me that you pretended to be your handmaiden so you could spy on me? So you could secretly find out how I felt about you?” 
 
    “Don’t turn this around on me—” 
 
    “Turn it around on you?” I laughed mirthlessly. “You’re a fucking psycho, do you know that? Who pretends they’re someone else so they can test the affection of another? You’ve got some serious issues, lady.” 
 
    “You were going to sleep with me when you thought I was Hannah,” she accused, as if that made any difference in the matter. 
 
    “You came to my bed naked in the middle of the night, and so what if I’d slept with Hannah? I waited for months to get a chance to return to Tarth, because believe it or not, I missed you. I realized what I gave up when I left. I was so goddamned excited to see you when the goddess summoned me back, but rather than speak with me, you pretended to be your fucking handmaiden.” 
 
    “I wanted to know how you truly felt,” she said without a hint of guilt. “And now I know.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, shaking my head and starting for the door. “And now you know. I think you’re a selfish spoiled brat who…” A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Eva, is Scarlett really missing?” I stopped at the door, regarding her sternly. 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Eva?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, your precious Scarlett is really missing!” 
 
    “She’s your friend too,” I said with disgust.  
 
    “I’m just as worried as you are,” she said defensively. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” I opened the door and took one last look at her, my heart aching from her deception. “You’re more concerned with playing head games, like usual. Go back to your damned temple, Princess. You’re no use to me. You’ve proven that much.” 
 
    “Jake!” she called after me, but I slammed the door behind me and didn’t look back. 
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    I barely got any sleep the rest of the night, pissed as I was over Eva’s deception. I couldn’t believe she would stoop so low. I mean, come on! What kind of nutjob does that? 
 
    I finally gave up and prepared for my departure. Garthor was there when I emerged from my room. 
 
    He smiled affably and greeted me at a volume that made my head ache. “Mornin’, Sir Jake! I’ve brought the promised armor and this!” He held up a shiny new crossbow and quiver. 
 
    “Thanks, Garthor. You wouldn’t happen to have any Tylenol or Aleve would you?” 
 
    “Come again?” he said, confused, then saw me rubbing my temples. “Ah, you got a hangover. Me thinks ye be needin’ a little scale o’ the dragon what bit ye!” 
 
    “What? Oh, right, hair of the dog. Nah, I need a clear head.” 
 
    “Then one o’ them apothecary remedies. I’ll send a servant after some right quick. Try that armor. If there be need for any alterations, now be the time to find out.” 
 
    I returned to my room and put on the dwarven armor. It was light but seemed pretty solid, consisting of a thick steel breastplate, sleek pauldrons, forearm, shin, and thigh guards, a leather lappet with metallic accents, and heavy boots pointed at the tips. The crossbow and quiver came with a leather-bound chain to sling it over my shoulder. When I swung my enchanted pizza shovel over my shoulder, it attached to the back of the armor as if drawn to a magnet. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked Doughboy, who was watching me intently. 
 
    “Sweeeet,” he croaked. 
 
    There was a knock at my door, and I prayed to Celesta that it wasn’t Eva. I had nothing to say to that crazy bitch. “Come in,” I said hesitantly. 
 
    “Here ya be,” said Garthor, striding in and offering me a cup. 
 
    I inspected the green contents. It smelled like seaweed dipped in Pepto Bismol. “What is it?” 
 
    “Just what ye be needin’,” he said. “Drink up, and try to get it all down at once.” 
 
    I raised the glass in a silent cheer and chugged the disgusting concoction. I almost puked but kept it down. “God, that shit is gross.” 
 
    “Aye, but it’ll do the job.” 
 
    Garthor escorted me and Doughboy the rest of the way through the mountain. When we finally emerged on the other side, we were at the first dwarven outpost. 
 
    “I wish I could go with ye on yer quest, Sir Jake,” he said regretfully. “But I wish ye the best o’ luck.” 
 
    “Thanks, Garthor. What if the rumors of Gorrcon’s return are true? Will the king come around?” 
 
    Garthor glanced at the dwarves standing guard on the nearby cliffs. “Between ye and me, the king ain’t got the mettle for warfare. But if the rumors be true, and that hated warlock be back, we dwarves will do whatever it takes to defeat him.” 
 
    “Good, because if Red and the rest of the clan can’t stop Gorrcon, war will come to the mountain pass.” 
 
    He nodded gravely and shook my hand. “Let’s be hopin’ it don’t come to that.” 
 
    “Let’s hope.” 
 
    I thanked him for everything and took my leave. My horse had been brought through the mountains by the dwarves, and it waited for me beside one of the tall watch towers. To my surprise and vexation, Eva was waiting for me as well. 
 
    “Sweeeet!” said Doughboy, and went over to her. 
 
    “No,” I said as I approached her. “Hell fucking no. You’re not coming with me.” 
 
    “You are not my master.” She glowered. “I can go wherever I please.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game, Eva.” 
 
    “I know it isn’t, you sarcastic son of a bitch. Scarlett is my friend too, and you can’t stop me from trying to help.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I said threateningly and took a step toward her. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Jake, hit me?” 
 
    I wanted to. God help me, I wanted to. Maybe I should have, but I kept my cool. “I’m not doing this with you.” I walked past her. “Come on, Doughboy.” 
 
    I glanced back. He stood beside her, looking like a little kid who had to choose between his parents. 
 
    “D? Let’s go!” 
 
    He hung his head and joined me. 
 
    I heard her horse behind me and stopped. “What’s with you?” I said resignedly. “Why do you insist on driving me nuts?” 
 
    “Get over yourself, Jake.” She mounted her horse. “I’m going to find Scarlett, with or without your help.” 
 
    She snapped the reigns and started down the path leading out of the mountains. It was the only path. 
 
    “Fuck my life.” I mounted and glowered at a grinning Doughboy. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    He chuckled to himself like a cute anime character and ran after Eva, who laughed when he bounded to her shoulder. 
 
    As Doughboy was the only one who had any clue to Scarlett’s whereabouts, I had no option but to follow the little traitor, who remained on her shoulder when we left the mountains and came out on a vast plateau. We traveled for hours without speaking, and when Eva finally stopped to let her horse drink from a river, I stopped as well. 
 
    We stood there in silence. I had nothing to say to her, but she seemed to want to speak, because she kept looking at me with a pouty face that only irritated me more. 
 
    “Jake—” 
 
    “Quiet,” I said when I heard a noise in the brush behind me. 
 
    “You don’t have to be rude. I wanted to say that I was sor—” 
 
    “Quiet!” I hissed. “Doughboy, get over here.” 
 
    He jumped off her shoulder and hurried over, his eyes on the brush I was pointing at. 
 
    “You sense anything in there?” I asked. 
 
    He cautiously moved toward the bright green and brown underbrush, which was thick and dark. Suddenly, an army of spear-wielding imps leapt out. Doughboy immediately sprang into action, and I pulled my pizza shovel from its invisible harness and stalked toward the little bastards. I was still hung over and furious from Eva’s bullshit, and I wasn’t the least bit afraid of the imps. 
 
    I swung at one as it sailed through the air toward me, severing it in two. Doughboy’s arms shot out and grabbed the little devils as they emerged from the underbrush in droves. He chomped off heads and broke necks as fast as he could, but there were just too many of them to vanquish. 
 
    They died by my blade by the dozens, but the severed bodies did nothing to deter the rest of them. Soon they were pouring from the ground like a horde of undead minions from hell. I urged Eva to get the hell out of there. 
 
    “D, retreat!” I yelled and ran toward my startled horse. If I hadn’t tied the beast to a tree, it would have bolted. 
 
    The imps caught up to me and climbed my legs, jumped on my shoulders and arms, and tried to drive me to the ground, all the while sticking me with their spears, which were the length of steak knives. They got in a few shots between the creases in my armor, and I growled against the pain and went apeshit trying to get them off me. With Doughboy’s help, I got away, got on the horse, and hauled ass out of there. 
 
    I glanced back as we sped along the side of the river, and to my horror, hundreds of imps were pouring out of the ground, which burned with an eerie green flame. 
 
    “Jake!” Eva called. “A ferry!” 
 
    About three hundred yards farther along the bank was a dock with a big raft floating next to it. A long, ragged rope tied to the dock was strung across the river to a dock on the opposite shore. If we could get there in time, we might be able to escape the demonic bastards. 
 
    Eva reached the dock ahead of me and had already led her horse onto the wide barge-like raft. She urged me to move faster. I raced full out and slid to a stop on the dock, my horse nearly sitting on his haunches, and dismounted. I was about to lead him onto the barge when a big ugly troll rose out of the marshy bank and blocked my way. 
 
    “Answer this riddle to cross my crick. Answer wrong, and I dine on your—” 
 
    I chopped his head off with one swing and got on the barge. Doughboy untied the ropes attaching it to the dock, and I pulled us toward the other side. 
 
    We were about ten feet off shore when the imps reached the dock, and they began leaping like lemmings off the bank. More than ten of the little bastards made it onto the barge, and other began climbing along the rope. 
 
    “Take over on the rope!” I yelled to Eva. 
 
    Doughboy and I had a hell of a time fighting them off, but soon the distance between them and the barge became too great for them to leap across, and we left them screaming and shaking their fists at us in impotent rage. 
 
    “That was a close call.” I touched a sore spot on the back of my neck, where one of their spears had nicked me. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” said Eva with concern and moved to help. 
 
    I held up a staying hand. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Jake, I’m sorry I deceived you. I—” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I said flatly. 
 
    I glanced back at the shore and groaned. The imps were climbing along the rope hand over hand in a long line, and their weight was slowing our progress. 
 
    “Shoot them with your crossbow,” Eva urged. 
 
    “Waste of bolts.”  
 
    There were at least two dozen imps on the ropes, and they were getting close. 
 
    “Hold this end,” I told Doughboy, then sliced through the rope, sending all the imps hanging on it into the water. It seemed that none of them could swim, because they sank beneath the surface and didn’t come back up. 
 
    Doughboy and I kept hold of the half of the rope still attached to the opposite side, and with us anchoring it, the barge listed toward shore as it moved down the river. 
 
    “Eva, I’m not going to be able to hold on when the line tightens, so you’ll need to jump off and lead the horses ashore when I say so. Got it?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Our transition went smoothly when the barge floated up onto a sandbar. She led the horses off without incident. Doughboy jumped off after her, and I went last. I saw no sign of the imps. 
 
    “Looks like we’re home free, but let’s put some miles between us and the river.” 
 
    We wound through a marshy bog up to higher ground. I checked behind us every few minutes but didn’t see any imps coming after us. The rocky land gave way to a thick forest with a variety of trees I didn’t recognize. Some were tall and thick with drooping branches like weeping willows, and others looked like giant palms that hadn’t been maintained and loomed overhead like cloaked figures. 
 
    The sky darkened as the day progressed, and I watched it warily. The last thing we needed was rain. 
 
    I mentally recited Gray’s directions to the Black Keep, searching for landmarks that would help me find my way. He’d told me to keep the Monster Bane Mountains on my left, and after a half a day’s march from the gate, I would reach a large lake. Another half day’s travel, and I would see a large black monolith made from the bones of the earth, which I assumed meant stone. We’d been riding a half a day, yet I still didn’t see the lake. 
 
    “Jake,” said Eva as she brought her horse alongside mine. 
 
    “Save it, sweetheart,” I said as I scoured the landscape. 
 
    “Are you going to be a jerk the entire journey?” 
 
    I pretended to be thinking of an answer, rubbing my chin and looking skyward. “Um, yes.” 
 
    “Listen, I didn’t start out with intentions to deceive you. I had to change my appearance to that of my handmaiden so I could get away from the temple without anyone noticing. She’s still there, pretending to be me in silent meditation.” 
 
    “And once we were on the road?” 
 
    “I was going to change my appearance, but we started talking, and you were so mad at me for not coming to talk to you, I thought maybe you didn’t like me anymore. I kind of… I was afraid to show myself to you. And I realized as Hannah, I could find out how you felt about me and Scarlett.” 
 
    I laughed ironically. “You could have asked me that question as yourself.” 
 
    “I-I was worried you would reject me.” Her eyes were filling with tears, but I couldn’t have cared less. 
 
    “I’m over it, babe. Your head games don’t work on me anymore. Whatever we might have had is gone.” 
 
    “Is it because of your girlfriend on Earth?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “No, it’s because you’re crazy.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?” 
 
    I ignored her and slapped the reins, urging my horse to move faster. I wanted to talk to her, but I was so pissed off about what she’d done that I didn’t trust the words that might come out of my mouth. 
 
    Doughboy snoozed on the back of the horse, legs twitching, and I wondered if he was dreaming of eating monsters. We’d already run into imps, and I was concerned that Gorrcon was somehow alert to my quest. 
 
    “Is that the lake?” She pointed, and when we moved past a cluster of trees, a greenish-blue lake came into view. 
 
    Its tributaries ran from the distant mountains, gnarly black trees surrounded it, and upon its banks were large, lizard-like creatures, sunning themselves. 
 
    “I think so. Let’s steer clear of those lizard things and go around to the east. We’ll continue northeast, like Gray said. If we stay on the right track, we should be there by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    I started down the rocky bluff, and that’s when I saw a large winged creature flying toward us from the south. Beneath it, the forest seemed to be crawling with bugs, but as they drew closer, I realized the swarm was a large group of imps. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I glanced around, desperately searching for a defensible spot. 
 
    “Oh no,” said Eva when she saw the creature flying toward us. 
 
    “What the hell is that, a dragon?” 
 
    “It’s a demon.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” said Doughboy. 
 
    The steep rocky land wouldn’t allow us to race away on horseback. 
 
    “What do we do?” She looked at me in fear, and despite my anger, I wanted to keep her safe. 
 
    “D, you think you can control that thing?” 
 
    “Sweeeet, sweeeet.” He nodded and clenched his fists, pumping himself up. 
 
    “Eva, I need you to get out of sight.” I pointed at a thick bush beside a boulder. “Hide in there, and if anything happens to me and Doughboy, you’d better pray to Celesta that you’re not found.” 
 
    “I’m not hiding,” she said matter-of-factly. To my surprise, she unsheathed the short sword I’d assumed was only part of the Hannah character. 
 
    “Since when do you know how to use a sword?” 
 
    “Since I was saved by a hero, who showed me how to defend myself.” She smiled at me, and damnit, I couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    We stood side by side, weapons drawn, and anxiously awaited the demon. I had my pizza shovel cocked like a baseball bat, and Doughboy clung to the end, ready to be launched at the demon. 
 
    When the beast was close enough, I swung with all my might. Doughboy shot through the air toward the demon, but the creature veered. A doughy appendage snaked out and caught the beast by the leg, and Doughboy snapped toward it like a rubber band. 
 
    The demon barrel-rolled and flew erratically less than fifty feet above the ground. Doughboy was maneuvering toward its face, and when he covered it, the demon went absolutely nuts. The two of them crashed fifty yards away, but the demon managed to dislodge Doughboy, and flung him into the trees. 
 
    When the demon rose, its size became horrifyingly clear. The thing was like a bull with wings. Crimson skin stretched over impossibly large muscles, his horns were large enough to skewer a man with ease, and the eyes brought about a deep, primal fear when they caught me in their evil gaze. 
 
    I took aim with the crossbow and fired. 
 
    The demon was hit in the chest. He staggered and let out a pained wail. I reloaded, the monster less than thirty feet away. When I brought the crossbow to bear once more, Doughboy stretched out of the trees, his legs secured to the branches, and wrapped his arms around the demon’s horns. 
 
    I fired again, but the demon was flailing and trying to break free from Doughboy’s grip, and my bolt barely grazed its shoulder. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hurriedly reloaded, then heard the sound of an army of imps rising up the hill. 
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    The demon grabbed Doughboy’s arms and ripped them in half. I fired again, hitting him square in the chest. He fell to one knee as I reloaded. A fiery sword in his right hand, he growled and sprang at me. 
 
    I shot again as the demon spread his wings and glided toward me. I didn’t bother watching to see if my bolt hit; I dropped the crossbow and pulled my enchanted weapon free. I blocked the blade, which came down on me like a massive pendulum. I had no idea how much weight was behind the demon’s strike, but if not for the power of the enchanted shovel, I would have been pounded into the ground like a tent peg. The pizza shovel didn’t so much as move when the sword slammed into the flat of the blade, and the two of us stood there, locked in battle, glaring at each other with murderous rage. 
 
    The imps crested the hill and raced toward us, pushing and pulling each other to get ahead. They may have only been about eighteen inches tall, but there were hundreds of them, which spelled certain doom for Eva and me. 
 
    As I fought the demon and the imps swarmed over me, I thought of only one thing: Earth. 
 
    How the hell had I gotten myself into a situation like this again? I should have told Celesta to go pound salt and send me back to Earth. I could have lived out my days with Becka. Why had I wanted to return to this god-forsaken hellhole? 
 
    I was going to die a million miles from home at the hands of a demon. 
 
    I’d take boring old Earth over Tarth any day. Too bad I learned that too late. 
 
    I hit the ground hard, the demon looming over me. I vaguely heard Eva screaming in the distance. Through blurry eyes I saw Doughboy tearing imps apart, but there were just too many. The demon was too strong. I couldn’t defeat him. 
 
    “Get up, Jake!” 
 
    Eva’s words were like a cold bucket of water tossed in my face, and I rolled away from the demon and sprang to my feet. The bastard was slowed by the bolts in his chest, but he was still strong as a bull. The blows to the pizza shovel had no effect, but when he applied his meaty fists to my flesh, it was like being hit by a bus. He put me on my ass with only a glancing blow, and if he connected with a well-placed punch, I was pretty sure it would kill me. 
 
    Imps crawled all over me as I tried to fend him off. It was like being attacked by cats while trying to avoid a moving train, and I came close to death with every blow. Eva was hacking and chopping at the imps as they danced around her tauntingly, and Doughboy was covered with the little devils. Soon we would be too tired to defend ourselves, while it seemed our attackers never tired at all. 
 
    The demon changed course in the blink of an eye and brought the sword down on my head. I parried the blow with the handle, spun the weapon around, and chopped off the demon’s right arm. His sword fell with the severed hand, but I had no time to celebrate. As I spun around for another strike, the demon backhanded me in the chest. 
 
    I woke up face down in the dirt, and pain kept me there. 
 
    “Goddess Celesta!” I heard Eva bellow, her voice rolling across the valley like thunder. “Bless me with your strength!” 
 
    I rolled over. The demon stalked toward me, sword in his other hand.  
 
    Eva was between us, arms and head raised to the sky. “Goddess Celesta! Give me your strength!” 
 
    “Get out of here!” I screamed as the demon prepared to chop her in half. But he never got a chance to swing the blade. 
 
    Lightning ripped through the clouds and hit Eva’s hands, and the crashing of thunder that followed shook the ground around me. She thrust her hands toward the demon, and the power she had absorbed blasted from her palms in the form of snaking electrical tendrils. 
 
    The demon was lifted off his feet. His body swelled as the crackling lightning surrounded him, then he suddenly exploded. Eva turned her attention on the imps and turned them into barbeque as she created a swath of lightning around us. 
 
    When she stopped, our enemies lay in burnt heaps. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as the thunder continued to roll through the valley. 
 
    She gazed upon me with glowing, electric blue eyes. Around us the smoke from our charred enemies rose into the still air. 
 
    “Sweeeet,” said Doughboy, drunkenly shaking his head. 
 
    “When the hell did you learn magic?” I struggled to my feet and stared in astonishment at the decimation. 
 
    “There are perks to being a priestess of Celesta.” She glanced at my dented armor. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. So you could have done that the entire time?” 
 
    “Are you seriously berating me right now? I just saved your life.” 
 
    “But you could have stopped them before our lives were hanging by a thread!” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered in annoyance, then she took a steadying breath. “One does not use the power of a goddess lightly. I can’t go around throwing lightning bolts at everything that threatens us. That’s not how it works.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and walked over to our horses, which, I realized with horror, were dead. 
 
    “Shit!” I said, feeling bad that we had led the animals to such horrible deaths. “If you had acted sooner, we’d still have horses. Now we have to walk.” 
 
    “And you think I complain a lot?” She sneered. “Take a look in a mirror sometime.” 
 
    “Whatever. Grab what you can carry and let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    We continued on for a few hours until we came to a high bluff that would make a suitable camp. On one side were red birch trees that reached at least fifty feet into the air, and on the other was a long, wide valley with patches of woods that spread for miles. Far in the distance I thought I saw the black monolith, but when I asked Eva about it, she said she didn’t see it. 
 
    Monsters are a lot like wild animals; they hate fire. Unfortunately, demons and imps aren’t afraid of fire. They were born from it, so Eva discouraged me from starting one. It was cold that night, but we had our field tents and blankets, and we were completely bushed from the encounter with the demon. We ate our food in silence, then I told Doughboy he was on watch for the night and hit the sack. 
 
    In the morning, I felt like I’d been hit by a Mack truck, rolled down an embankment, and tossed into a dumpster full of bricks. My chest was bruised from where the demon had backhanded me with his gnarly knuckles, and my armor was dented so bad I had to spend the better part of an hour pounding it out with a rock. 
 
    Eva was in a weird mood. She didn’t talk at all, which was strange, and I wondered what was on her mind. I didn’t ask, though. The silence was nice. 
 
    Midday came and went. We only stopped for a few minutes to drink and eat a bit of jerky. I lived in the Lake George area of northern NY, and I was used to hiking, but Eva kept up with me easily. 
 
    The land was hilly and thick with trees, but there were plenty of game trails to follow. We made good time that day, considering we no longer had horses. 
 
    Hunger and fatigue finally got to me, and when we reached a high shelf overlooking a valley, we stopped to eat our dinner. Eva was still quiet, and I’d remained intent on not talking to her. That left Doughboy sitting between us, looking like a bored teenager hanging out with his divorced parents. 
 
    “This is stupid,” I said. “We’ve got a long road ahead of us, and we can’t keep on ignoring each other.” 
 
    “Huh?” said Eva, like she’d been pulled out of a trance. “I’ve been praying to Celesta all morning. Did you think I was ignoring you?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was bullshitting or not. She kept a straight face, even raising her brow expectantly. 
 
    “What? No. I’ve actually been praying to one of my gods too. I just didn’t want you to think I was ignoring you.” 
 
    “Oh. What is the name of the god you were praying to?” 
 
    “Uh, Joe.” 
 
    “Joe? 
 
    “Yeah. Joe Pesci. God of revenge.” 
 
    “Whom do you wish vengeance upon?” 
 
    “Gorrcon, who else?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a religious man,” she said, looking pleased. 
 
    “Yeah, well, when you’re summoned to another world by a goddess—twice—you tend to rethink your beliefs.” 
 
    She smiled kindly at me. “Jake, I’m sorry about how I acted. I don’t know what came over me. I was so nervous to see you again, and I just got carried away. I didn’t mean to deceive you, believe me.” 
 
    “It’s water under the bridge,” I assured her with a wave of my hand. 
 
    She leaned toward me with yearning in her eyes. Her pink lips were irresistible, and her beauty enchanting. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    Our lips met. 
 
    Three rock trolls crashed through the trees into our makeshift camp. 
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    I snapped to my feet and grabbed my weapon. The trolls had erupted from the hills behind us, and they charged down the slope like an avalanche. The bastards were twenty feet tall, and their heavy footfalls shook the ground. 
 
    “Time to start praying,” I said to Eva and maneuvered between her and the trolls. 
 
    They had dusty gray skin that blended well with the large boulders around us. Their eyes were small and beady, their mouths were grotesquely wide, and their noses were bulbous and full of warts. Their naked bodies were covered in a layer of jiggly fat, but their arms and legs were as thick as telephone poles. 
 
    “Sling shot time, D!” I extended my shovel toward him. 
 
    He got on, and I swung hard, launching my face-loving friend through the air toward the center troll. Doughboy landed with a splat and instantly took control of the troll’s mind, forcing it to tackle the one beside it. 
 
    The third one kept on coming like a freight train, and I took careful aim with my crossbow. I fired when the monster was less than fifteen feet away, hitting him square in the forehead. 
 
    Either there wasn’t much going on up there or my bolt hadn’t penetrated the troll’s skull, because he didn’t stop. He swiped at me with a big hairy mitt. I dodged, swung my weapon, and severed two of his fingers. 
 
    The troll reeled back and howled, and I buried my blade in his cinder block-sized big toe. He kicked me with the other foot, sending me spinning into the branches of a thick pine tree. I hit hard, landing in the crook of two branches, and somehow held onto my pizza shovel. 
 
    About twenty feet away, the troll was stalking Eva. Behind them both, Doughboy and his mind-controlled troll were still battling the second beast. 
 
    “Through here!” I yelled to Eva. 
 
    She glanced back worriedly, saw me up in the tree, and ran for the base. The troll laughed and limped after her, swatting small pines and birches aside like they were weeds. I waited until she ran beneath my tree and dropped. 
 
    The troll looked up at the last moment and caught me in his big hand before I landed on his face. I swung my weapon down, burying it in his head. The troll released me, and I landed in a crouch at his feet. I slowly backed up as he teetered, the pizza shovel embedded in his head. 
 
    “Timber, motherfucker!” I said as he fell over backward. 
 
    When the dust settled, Eva and I saw Doughboy’s troll lift the second attacker over his head and pitch him over a cliff. I retrieved my pizza shovel and crossbow bolt from the felled troll and we approached Doughboy’s mental captive. 
 
    “Do you have full control, D?” I asked. 
 
    He was stretched across the troll’s face and grinning. “Sweeeet!” 
 
    “Awesome. Take a knee and let us on.” 
 
    “You intend to ride this thing?” Eva pinched her nose. “It smells like death.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to suck it up. This thing must have a ten-foot stride.” 
 
    Doughboy forced the troll to bend a knee, and I helped Eva climb up and onto its shoulder. I settled on the other shoulder, and the troll’s hands secured us in place. 
 
    “All right, D, let’s get moving. See what this bad boy’s got.” 
 
    The troll sprinted toward the ledge, and Eva screamed in terror. 
 
    “Not so fast!” I yelled as I held on for dear life. 
 
    Doughboy laughed giddily as he forced the troll to leap over the ledge. We fell thirty feet, but the landing was surprisingly smooth, and soon we were speeding down the side of the long hill toward the valley below. 
 
    We raced across fields, through forests, over hills, and made incredible time. I don’t know exactly how fast we were going, but the troll must have topped thirty miles an hour in the clearings. 
 
    “At this rate we’ll reach the Black Keep a few hours after sunset,” I said to Eva, who was still plugging her nose and holding on to the troll’s ear for support. 
 
    When sunset arrived, we were traversing an open field of pink flowers bordered by red birches. Eva and I were in the middle of a conversation about the many monsters rumored to be in the Badlands when the troll suddenly turned to stone, freezing in place. 
 
    “Doughboy?” I said, but he had turned to stone as well. 
 
    “Oh no!” She hesitantly touched Doughboy’s face, but pulled her hand back quickly. “He’s rock hard.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on? Have you ever heard of a troll turning to stone at night? I thought that happened in the sunlight, if it happened at all.” 
 
    The stone troll’s weight slowly shifted, and a moment later it tumbled onto its side, sending us rolling through the flowers. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she asked as I helped her up. 
 
    “I guess we wait until sunrise for Doughboy to return to normal.” I surveyed our surroundings, wondering what creatures might be lurking in the dark forest. I would have preferred not sleeping in the field but hoped that the sheer size of the stone troll would deter monsters and wild animals. 
 
    We made camp next to the troll and lit a fire to cook some of the provisions the dwarves had given us, which included elk steaks and yellow potatoes. I skewered the meat and taters, and set them over the fire. 
 
    Eva sat facing west, legs crossed and hands open. She murmured her prayers to Celesta, but I couldn’t hear what she was asking for. I gave her space and walked the perimeter of the camp, staring at the deep shadows under the tall red birches. Being in a field of flowers with an exotic forest around me should have been blissful, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. 
 
    When I returned to camp, I found Eva turning the food over the fire. The steaks looked like they were almost done, but I knew the potatoes would take a lot longer. I was starving, however, and wasn’t about to wait for them. 
 
    “You hungry?” I asked as I riffled through my backpack in search of the tin dinner plates. 
 
    “Famished,” she said with an exaggerated hungry expression. 
 
    I plated the steaks, and the smell of the juicy meat made my mouth water. She pulled a small leather sack out of her pouch and sprinkled its contents on the meat. 
 
    “Want some?” She offered it to me. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Salt and degron. You’ll like it.” 
 
    I sprinkled some on my meat and thanked her, then cut a nice thin piece off and popped it in my mouth. The hot juices were exquisite, and a low grown escaped me as I closed my eyes and chewed the delicious meat. 
 
    “So good,” Eva said with a mouthful. 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    We shared the wine skin and ate to our heart’s content. We took our time, eating and talking leisurely under starry sky. The Eye of Thodin was just over Eva’s shoulder, giving her an ethereal appearance that made my heart ache. 
 
    God, how I had missed that woman. 
 
    “What?” she said, covering her mouth and smiling shyly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, was I staring?” 
 
    She chewed and grinned, nodding. 
 
    “It’s good to be back, you know?” 
 
    She drank more wine and handed it to me. “Good to be back in the Badlands fighting monsters?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Back on the road with you and Doughboy, you know? I mean, it’s dangerous as hell, and it seems like everything is out to get us, but the danger kind of puts things into perspective.” 
 
    She tossed back her head and laughed. “Yeah, almost being killed every day really puts things into perspective.” 
 
    “Being chased by a monstrous troll reminds you what you have to lose.” 
 
    “It makes you realize what’s important.” She held my gaze, and the Eye of Thodin looked like a halo around her head. 
 
    I moved closer. “Things come into focus.” 
 
    She leaned in, gaze moving from my lips to my eyes. She bit her lip. “Shut up and kiss me, Baker.” 
 
    We dove into each other’s arms, her soft, full lips pressed hard against mine. She hummed when our tongues met, and our kissing became urgent. 
 
    “Oh Jake,” she panted when I pulled her blouse open and took one of her nipples in my mouth. 
 
    I swirled my tongue as I sucked, then moved to the other one. She ran her fingers through my hair and pressed me to her bosom, sending a tingling sensation over my scalp. We frantically undressed each other as we rolled around, kissing and laughing in the wildflowers. 
 
    We lay naked under the stars, me on top. She clung to me like I might float away. I parted her swollen labia with the tip of my cock as I stared into her eyes. She smiled up at me nervously. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked, knowing she was a virgin. 
 
    She nodded. “Be gentle.” 
 
    I kissed her and slid the head in. She gripped me tight and arched her back, her pussy squeezing my cock so hard I couldn’t go any farther. I pulled back and thrust a little deeper. 
 
    “Oh goddess,” she moaned. She held my face in her hands with a look of pure bliss. 
 
    I went deeper, giving her everything. She felt amazing. Her skin was soft and warm, and her scent made my passion surge. Our lovemaking was slow as we held each other tight. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    I thrust, and she took in a shocked breath. “I love you, Eva. I always have.” 
 
    She teared up, and her breathing quickened. I thought maybe I was hurting her, but when she pulled my ass toward her, I knew she was going to come. Her vaginal walls contracted, rhythmically squeezing my throbbing cock. 
 
    “Oh, Jake!” she said breathlessly. 
 
    I rocked gently, grinding into her and rubbing against her inner walls. She raked her fingers down my back as she screamed in ecstasy. My voice rose to meet hers as pleasure exploded from my loins, and wave after wave of orgasmic nirvana washed over us. 
 
    I’d never in my life been ready to have sex again instantly, but she made it clear she wasn’t done. She rolled me over and pinned my arms above my head, riding me frantically and trying to revive my semi-erect cock. I don’t know if it was her eagerness, her beauty, or the love we shared, but blood flooded into my cock as she rode me. Soon I was so hard I ached, and she made use of me eagerly. 
 
    I wouldn’t have guessed it about her, but she was one of those rare women who had multiple orgasms. When I say multiple, I mean she came every other minute! After every orgasm she was desperate for more, chanting, “Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop!” as she gyrated. 
 
    I held her hips and pumped into her like the world depended on it. Gone were the slow caresses, the soft kisses, the silent looks of love and passion. Animalistic need and primal cries of joy took their place. We rolled across the grass, taking turns being on top, and every time we shifted, she came harder and became more lust-filled than the time before. 
 
    My climax drew near, and I wrapped her in a tight hug. 
 
    “Come for me, Jake. Fill me with your love!” 
 
    I came so hard that for a long time I couldn’t even breathe, let alone cry out. When the first mind blowing wave passed, I let out a growl of passion that must have sent birds bursting from treetops. 
 
    I collapsed, totally spent, and she snuggled up to me. We were both a hot mess, covered in sweat and gasping, hearts beating hard. She laughed, and I couldn’t help joining in. 
 
    She sat up on one elbow and kissed me deeply. “I’ve imagined that so many times, but I never thought it would be so, so—” 
 
    “Earth-shattering?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Spiritually fulfilling. I feel like I’ve found a piece of myself that has always been missing.” 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “You tease!” She slapped my chest playfully. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m teasing. The truth is that was the most amazing sexual experience I’ve ever had.” 
 
    She offered me a dubious look. “You probably say that to all the girls.” 
 
    “I mean it, Eva.” 
 
    She looked to me with hopeful eyes. “I love you, Jake Baker, and I don’t care who knows it.” 
 
    “I—” Something stung me in the neck, and when I reached for it, I felt a long, thin, needle-like object. I pulled it out and looked at it as my vision swam. 
 
    “Jake!” she yelled as she focused on something behind me. 
 
    I stared at the little feathered dart, trying to figure out what the hell had happened, then I was out cold. 
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    When I regained consciousness, I felt like I was hanging from my hands and feet, like a monkey on a branch. Through blurry eyes I tried to make out my surroundings, but I saw only stars. A cold wind assaulted me, blowing ceaselessly. I was hanging from my wrists and ankles on a long bamboo pole. My vision cleared as grogginess wore off, and I realized the blur of motion I had been trying to make out was dozens of translucent wings. 
 
    I glanced down and wished I hadn’t. Rather than ground I saw the tops of clouds. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled at one of the two winged beings holding the pole from which I hung. 
 
    The creature behind me flew in a prone position, holding the pole in two hands. She cocked her head and smiled. 
 
    “Are you going to demand we let you go?” She laughed maniacally, but the creepiest part was how cherubic it sounded. 
 
    My captors were fairies. They had wings like a butterfly, but they were translucent and shimmered with every color of the rainbow when the light from the Eye of Thodin hit them just right. There were males and females. They were golden skinned, about as big as the average human, and scantily dressed in clothes that looked like they were made of woven vines. They had an exotic, utterly alien beauty. 
 
    The last thing I remembered was making love to Eva. Then I’d been stung by something. No, I’d been hit with a poison dart. 
 
    There were at least a dozen other fairies flying with us, but Eva was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Where is Eva?” I yelled over the wind. 
 
    “Running home to daddy.” The fairy guffawed in a childish, voice. Her red eyes and long canines made her beauty intimidating. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    She pointed. 
 
    I craned my head up to see what she was pointing at. We were flying over a glowing forest of monolithic mushrooms. At the center was the largest of them all, a white mushroom with green spots, whose cap had to be as wide as a city block. The city of mushrooms glowed with light that came from multicolored spots, and as we descended, other fairies flew up to meet us. 
 
    My captors hovered in mid-air, and a heavily decorated male fae with silver skin approached on shimmering wings. Three others followed close behind. 
 
    “You have found him,” he said and grinned at me. “The queen will be pleased.” 
 
    “Whether she is pleased or not is not our concern,” said one of my captors. “You are pleased, Zenzenarizen, that is clear.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said the silver fae. He opened his palm, and beautiful green light grew from the acorn-sized emerald he held. 
 
    My captor accepted the stone. “The prisoner is yours.” 
 
    I was handed off to two of the silver-skinned fairies and brought down to the mushroom city. Once we were below the wide, glowing caps, the full grandeur of the place was revealed. Crystalline staircases wound up the thick stalks. Numerous doors led off the stairs, and dozens of windows glowed. A creek trickled through the city, and strange bioluminescent plants pulsed with light. 
 
    In the waning sunlight, the entire city sparkled with magical power. 
 
    I was unceremoniously tossed on the ground, along with my pizza shovel, clothes, and armor. The pole was removed, and I was pulled to my feet by the silver fairy. Others gathered around and gossiped excitedly. 
 
    “Is this the part where you bring me to Papa Smurf?” I asked Silver Skin. 
 
    He ignored me and looked at the largest mushroom. A moment later, chimes sounded nearby. All eyes turned toward the monolithic mushroom, and the talking died down to a whisper. 
 
    From a balcony high above the city, a glowing blue fairy emerged. Prismatic wings brought her to the ground, but she did not touch down; she hovered a foot above it. 
 
    “Jake Baker,” she said in a beautiful voice. “It is good to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you. I am Rhiannon, queen of the silver fae.” 
 
    “You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m Frank Baker, his brother.” 
 
    She frowned and drew closer. Her eyes were twice as big as a human’s, and they glowed with a soft light blue. She poked my cheek with a pointy fingernail and captured a bead of blood. She moved it to her mouth and tasted it. 
 
    “You can lie, but your blood cannot. You are Jake Baker, warrior from Earth, slayer of the Goblin King.” 
 
    “You got me, babe. So what do you want, an autograph?” 
 
    “No, Sir Jake. What I want is much more special.” She sucked the rest of the blood from her fingertip and grinned wickedly. She snapped her fingers and turned away. “Bring him.” 
 
    I was taken to the highest balcony on the tallest mushroom and chained to a big bed that looked like it had been grown rather than built. The inside of the mushroom chamber was smooth and illuminated from within. It had a long line of windows, but they were made of crystal rather than glass. 
 
    “If you were looking for a date,” I said, testing my bonds, “you could have just asked.” 
 
    Queen Rhiannon snapped her fingers again, and her clothes disappeared. “I do not ask for that which I covet. I take it.” 
 
    I was a little concerned about being raped by a fairy, but my dick seemed to love the idea. The queen noticed this and licked her lips. She climbed up on the bed and licked my shaft from base to tip. 
 
    She rolled her tongue around her mouth, looking surprised but not displeased by the taste. “You have recently taken a princess’s virginity.” 
 
    “Yeah, your friends are some real cock-blockers.” 
 
    “I apologize for the methods used by those brutes. I will treat you much more fairly.” She straddled my lap, and I stared up at tits that seemed to defy gravity, with big cones for nipples that were a shade darker than her silvery skin. She bent down and licked the side of my face. Her breath smelled like honey, and her flowing hair carried the scent of roses. I felt her pussy lips on the underside of my cock. 
 
    “You’re not even going to buy me dinner first?” I said with a laugh. I was trying to stall. It’s not that I wouldn’t have been happy to have sex with such an exotic woman under different circumstances, but I was concerned about Eva.  
 
    I willed my boner to go away, something I hadn’t done since ninth grade gym glass, but now, like then, it told me to fuck myself. 
 
    “If you are hungry, I can think of something you could eat,” she said and nibbled my ear as she slid her wet box up and down my overzealous cock. 
 
    Come on, you little fucker! Work with me here! I mentally chastised my cock and tried to think of something gross. 
 
    “I’m not doing anything until I know what happened to Eva,” I said with as much force as I could muster. 
 
    “Really?” She maneuvered the cockhead toward her warm slit, but I shrank from her as much as I could. 
 
    Think of something else. She’s an old hag with saggy tits. Her pussy has teeth. She’s got some weird Tarthian STD. 
 
    “You’re coy,” she said, breaking my concentration with her velvety voice. “Why do you play games? I can feel how eager you are to fuck me.” 
 
    “My little soldier has a mind of its own, but I do not consent to this.” 
 
    “Little soldier?” She wiggled against me, which felt completely amazing. 
 
    “I’m serious. I’m not giving you a damn inch until you tell me what happened to Eva. Then, perhaps, we can work something out.” My boner began to subside, and I gotta say I was proud as hell. 
 
    She wiggled against it, accepting the challenge with a lustful look. But my dick continued to shrink, and soon it was squashed between us. 
 
    “No one has ever denied me!” she yelled. 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything, silver tits. I told you I’m not doing anything until I know what happened to Eva.” 
 
    She slapped me across the face and haughtily climbed off. A female servant who had been standing in wait slipped a silky teddy over the queen’s shoulders. She snapped her fingers again, and another servant brought her a crystal ball cradled on a velvety pink pillow. 
 
    She brought the crystal ball to the bed and set it beside me. Chains rattling, I craned my neck to look into it. “What is her full name?” 
 
    “She’s Princess Evangeline of Fenzindel.” 
 
    “And you have bedded her recently. Interesting. Your seed carries far more magic than I thought.” 
 
    My seed? Shit, this bitch wants me to knock her up! “You can find her with that thing?” 
 
    “I can find anyone whose proper name I know. Now remain quiet. I must focus.” She put her hands on the ball, closed her eyes, and chanted, “Of all the things that can be seen, I wish to lay eyes on Princess Evangeline.” 
 
    She repeated the silly spell over and over, and after a few minutes I figured she was full of shit. But then shapes formed in the ball. 
 
    I saw the princess and then her surroundings. She was standing atop a big mushroom that looked a lot like the ones surrounding us, her hands were raised to the sky, and she was beckoning Celesta. “Goddess, let your power pass through me!” 
 
    “I think my girlfriend’s back,” I said with a sassy diva head bob. “And you’re going to be in trouble.” 
 
    “No!” the queen cried, and lightning flashed in the crystal ball, which suddenly exploded. 
 
    A flash of light erupted in the crystal windows, and the giant mushroom where I was chained shook violently. Thunder rolled over us, vibrating the bed and making the queen and her servants off balance. The world began to turn over, and I realized Eva must have severed the mushroom stalk with a lightning blast. 
 
    The queen and her servants hovered, then zipped out a window. I was weightless, then the mushroom cap tumbled. 
 
    “Faaawwwccckkk!” I screamed as the bed slid toward the windows. 
 
    When things finally stopped moving, I was in complete darkness, pressed up against a wall and still chained to the bed. 
 
    “Eva! You there?” I called. 
 
    “Sweeeet!” Doughboy replied, and a moment later he righted the bed. 
 
    “Holy shit, am I glad to see you!” 
 
    Doughboy was still on the troll’s face, and using its hands, he freed me from the chains. Outside all the fairies, including the queen, were staring at the sky. 
 
    “Give me Jake Baker, or I swear by the Goddess of Virtue, I’ll decimate this entire city!” Eva commanded. The princess hovered above the mushroom city, glowing like Thor. Her eyes were a tempest of energy, and balls of lightning crackled in her open hands. 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    I grabbed the bedsheet and wrapped it around my waist and emerged from the wrecked mushroom cap followed by Doughboy and the troll. The queen turned her angry gaze on me. 
 
    “Jake!” Eva called. 
 
    “Hey, babe.” I waved at her, then cupped an ear. “What’s that? Should you kill the rapist fairy queen? Nah, she’s going to let us go now.” 
 
    The queen scowled at me. “I will have your seed, Jake Baker. If not today, then tomorrow, and if not tomorrow—” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it, you’re crazy about me. But I gotta say, you come on kind of strong. You should work on your flirting skills.” 
 
    “Jake….” Eva urged. 
 
    “Who’s got my enchanted pizza shovel?” 
 
    The queen gestured brusquely to her servants, and one of them brought me my weapon. 
 
    I climbed up on the troll’s back. “You try this shit again, and we’ll level this whole fucking Smurf village,” I warned her. 
 
    Fairies armed with spears moved forward threateningly, but the queen raised a staying hand. “Let them go.” 
 
    “Peace out, bitches!” I flew two middle fingers as Doughboy commanded the troll to get moving. 
 
    We left the city and joined Eva. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Eva asked as I climbed off the troll’s back. She ran over and hugged me tight when I reached the ground. 
 
    “A little shaken up, but no injuries to report. What the hell happened after the fairies hit me with that dart? How did you get away?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “I hid in the crook of the troll’s stone arm.” 
 
    “Good thinking. I was afraid they’d hurt you, or worse.” 
 
    “What about that fairy queen? What did she want?” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. It was hard to meet her eyes. “She, uh, wanted me to get her pregnant, I think.” 
 
    Eva’s eyes widened. “Did you?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “No. You were just in time.” 
 
    “Then you were about to?” she said with a frown. 
 
    “What? No, no.” I laughed nervously, then cleared my throat. “A man has to be willing, right? She couldn’t have gotten me hard, even with magic.” 
 
    She scrutinized me closely, clearly not believing me. 
 
    “What? You think being tied up and used by a fairy queen is a turn on?” 
 
    “Sweeeet,” said Doughboy. 
 
    “I don’t need your help, bro, thanks!” I glared at him, but he only giggled. 
 
    “She was pretty,” said Eva, crossing her arms. 
 
    I shrugged. “Kidnappers aren’t really my type. Thanks, by the way. It looks like you saved my ass yet again.” 
 
    “Thank Celesta.” 
 
    “Your lightning hurdling skills make me wonder why you needed to summon me here in the first place. I’m just a dude with an enchanted pizza shovel, but you can launch pyrotechnics from your fingertips.” 
 
    “You are a powerful warrior, Jake Baker,” she said and touched my cheek lovingly. Then she slapped me. “So stop being coy. It doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “I was going to say that all this being saved shit is cramping my style.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s better.” 
 
    Doughboy led us far from the weird mushroom city, pushing the troll hard all day long. I wanted to cover as much ground as I could while we had him to use. We slept on and off as we traveled, but I mostly just watched the world go by and marveled at the Eye of Thodin, which hovered above the northern horizon. 
 
    About an hour before dusk, the troll jumped up and down and pointed as it ran. “Sweeeet!” said Doughboy. 
 
    The Black Keep came into view beyond a distant outcropping of stone that ran east to west. The keep looked imposing as hell in the dying sun, and I couldn’t have been more happy to see it. 
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    When Doughboy released the troll, it dropped dead at his feet. 
 
    I’d thought we would have to put the poor bastard down, but it seemed Doughboy had pushed it too hard. 
 
    “Poor thing,” said Eva, staring at it. 
 
    “It would have eaten us if it had gotten a chance, so don’t waste your tears,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s still a living being, and it didn’t deserve to be pushed to death. Doughboy, can’t you be more humane to the monsters you possess?” 
 
    Doughboy’s big eyes moved from me to the princess and back to me again, then he burst out laughing and rolled around on the ground. 
 
    “He’s right, you’re hilarious,” I said and turned toward the keep. 
 
    It looked like a giant black needle in the lush green trees, and I wondered how big the thing really was. It dwarfed the trees around it, but I couldn’t imagine how such a structure had been created in the Badlands. 
 
    The land was easy to traverse, and luckily we didn’t run into trouble the rest of the day. We reached the keep by nightfall, and I stared up at the massive structure with awe. It was at least ten stories high, with a wide ring near the top from which men might stand lookout. The base was as wide as a city block, with ramparts circling it. 
 
    I was heartened to see other humans on the battlements, even if they were pointing arrows at me. 
 
    “We come in peace!” I said, arms up. 
 
    “Not sweeeet!” Doughboy added, throwing up his arms as well. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Eva with a royal air. “You may put down your weapons, for I am Princess E—" 
 
    “Jake Baker?” said a familiar voice, and a man rose behind the ramparts. 
 
    I knew him. I’d been introduced to him when I met Red and the others. What was his name again? “Perrywinkle the Steelfist,” I said affably. 
 
    “Call me Perry,” he said with a smile and gestured to someone out of sight. 
 
    The big black gates rolled open, and Eva, Doughboy and I went inside, leaving the wild world behind, if only for a time. 
 
    “What in the hell are you doing in the Badlands?” Perry asked, shaking my hand vigorously. “I figured a man who was recently knighted would be enjoying his estate.” 
 
    “I’m on a quest to find your sister, Scarlett.” 
 
    His smile faded, and he slapped my shoulder. “Come, you must be hungry, and Red will be eager to speak with you.” 
 
    Perry led us across the charcoal-colored walkway toward the main entrance. The keep was dark inside, illuminated only by low-burning torches hung every five feet or so upon the shale-colored walls of the great hall. Fires burned in each corner of the large room, and staircases wound upward to lofts that branched off to different sections of the keep. At the center of the room was a series of long tables surrounded by chairs, but currently no one was seated there. Only a few people were congregating, and they stayed by the fires. 
 
    “This place is impressive,” I said, marveling at the high ceilings and gnarly black chandeliers made of thorny iron vines. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Perry. “It was built long ago by the Order of Atraeu. Are you familiar with them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They were the first Badlands rangers, but their leader fell into darkness, and they became that which they sought to defeat. But that was many centuries ago. By the time Red arrived and began making renovations with the first members of the clan, it had become a nesting ground for goblins and orcs.” 
 
    We climbed a spiraling staircase to a loft and continued down a wide hall. Doors lined both sides, and we stopped before the largest of them, which was situated at the very end. 
 
    I heard the angry voice of Red Black, muffled but unmistakably irate, arguing with someone. The door flew open, and a man slunk out, downcast from the verbal beating. 
 
    “Suggest we abandon the keep again, and I’ll feed you to a damned dragon!” Red bellowed in the man’s wake. 
 
    “Sir, Jake Baker is here to see you,” said Perry, gesturing for us to enter. 
 
    Red turned from the window, and his deep scowl was replaced by a sly grin. “Sir Jake bloody Baker,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “Red.” I crossed the room and shook his hand. 
 
    “And the princess too.” He , kissed her hand and glanced at her with appreciation. 
 
    Doughboy cleared his throat, and Red bent and patted him on the head. 
 
    “What brings you to Black Keep?” he asked, straightening to his full height. 
 
    “Scarlett’s disappearance,” I replied. 
 
    “I thought you were going to say that.” 
 
    Red dismissed Perry, and when the door had closed behind him, he strode to the other side of the room and poured drinks. His chamber was a mess of maps, books, and scrolls. Tall bookshelves lined one side of the semicircular chamber, and on the only straight wall hung various monster heads on ornate plaques. I recognized goblins, imps, trolls, orcs, murlocs, and others, but there were twice as many that were completely foreign to me. A fire burned low at the center of the curved wall, and above it was a large map of the Badlands. Torches and black candles burned, illuminating the dusty room in yellow light. The only window was behind a thick, wooden bar. 
 
    Red invited us over to the only table in the room, which was placed near the window and covered with books and scribbled parchment. We all took seats, even Doughboy, and Red placed four crystal glasses in front of us. He uncorked a tall bottle with his teeth and poured us all two fingers of amber liquor. 
 
    “You’ve heard rumors of the warlock Gorrcon’s return?” He tossed back his shot and poured himself another before sitting down. 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” said Doughboy in a way that reminded me of a man at a bar, drinking his problems away. He mimicked the way Red had drunk his shot, but when he swallowed, his eyes bugged out and he coughed violently. 
 
    I slapped him on the back and took his glass away before turning my attention back to Red. “We ran into Blue and Gray Black on the other side of the mountain. They told us about Gorrcon.” 
 
    “And how did you know about Scarlett’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Doughboy told us,” said Eva, and she explained how the three of us had set out in search of Scarlett. 
 
    “And you intend to find her and kill Gorrcon?” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “If need be, yeah.” I sipped my drink, which tasted a lot like spiced rum. “That’s why we’re here. I figured you were preparing a massive offensive. Gorrcon has other clan members, correct?” 
 
    “At least twenty-five of us have gone missing in the past month, including Scarlett.” He wasn’t full of bluster and cocky assuredness like he had been, and it was unsettling. This dude had defeated Gorrcon once, but now he looked defeated. 
 
    “And you think Gorrcon is singling out Clan Black members to get revenge?” 
 
    “That, and we are the mainland’s first defense.” 
 
    “Forgive my ignorance, but you killed him once before. Why can’t you do it again?” 
 
    “It took me years to gain an audience with the warlock. He surrounds himself with powerful minions, and their loyalty is absolute. I will never have a chance like that again, nor do I want it.” 
 
    “How did you kill him?” I asked. 
 
    “An enchanted blade to the throat,” he said grimly. 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that,” said Red. “Gorrcon’s power doesn’t lie in being invincible. His power lies in his ability to manipulate the dark arts. He is a master necromancer, a soul juggler who can shift between realms with a thought. I caught him off guard.” Red shrugged. “I got lucky.” 
 
    “But he has returned,” said Eva. “How?” 
 
    “I feared he might someday. That is the nature of necromancy, is it not? Mastery over death. I do not know what form he has taken or how powerful he is. I know this: he is amassing an army, and sooner or later they will march against the mountain pass.” 
 
    “Blue mentioned the wizard Maximarus. You think he can defeat Gorrcon?” 
 
    “He is the most powerful wizard in the human kingdoms,” said Red. “Whether he can defeat the warlock or not remains to be seen. But if anyone can, it is he.” 
 
    “And if he won’t fight?” 
 
    Red finished his drink and topped off everyone’s glasses. “Clan Black is sworn to keep the monster hordes at bay, and we will continue to do everything in our power to do so.” 
 
    “Doughboy was there when Scarlett was taken, and I had hoped to discover what I could of Scarlett’s location. Maybe you can save me some time. Do you know where Gorrcon’s lair is located?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Can you tell me where it is?” 
 
    “I can do you one better,” he said. “I can provide you with a map. But tell me, what do you hope to accomplish? Surely you do not think you can defeat him.” 
 
    “I intend to free Scarlett.” I took a long pull of rum, choking it down. “That’s why I’m here. If I manage to free the others and kill Gorrcon in the process, that’ll be a bonus.” 
 
    “It would be suicide for you to attempt to free Scarlett.” 
 
    “Then you have no intentions of freeing your children?” 
 
    Red hung his head and looked grave. “They are all as good as dead.” 
 
    “You’re just giving up?” said Eva. “Some hero you are.” 
 
    “I did my part!” he barked. “Would you have me march the entire clan to Gorrcon’s lair and see them all slaughtered?” 
 
    “But how can you abandon them?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes doing the right thing is unpleasant, lad.” 
 
    “I’m not giving up on Scarlett.” 
 
    “I know.” He smiled, but his eyes were sad. “A man will do anything for the woman he loves.” 
 
    Red provided us with a map of the Badlands and outlined an area far to the north, where he thought Gorrcon’s lair might be located. It was more than five hundred miles through rough terrain, but Red said he would provide us with hardy mounts that were used to it. 
 
    We stayed in the keep that night, and I lay there for hours, unable to sleep and worried about Scarlett. She had been missing more than two weeks, and my blood boiled when I thought of what they might be doing to her. 
 
    Sleep took me at some point, and I dreamed I was running through a never-ending maze of crystal. 
 
    “Jake, help me!” Scarlett called over and over. She sounded close, but every time I turned a corner, expecting to find her, she was once again out of sight. 
 
    The sky was dark and angry. When it broke with a crash of lightning, blood rained down on me, and the crystal maze became a river of crimson. 
 
    “Please don’t leave me here. He’s hurting me!” 
 
    “Scarlett!” I bellowed as I sloshed through the thick blood. 
 
    I turned a corner, and she was standing before me nude and covered in blood. She reached for me, and I fought to reach her, but I felt like I was walking through mud. The harder I tried to get to her, the thicker the rising blood became. Skeletal hands clawed at me as they broke the surface. 
 
    “Jake!” Scarlett floated away, and high above her was a cloaked figure. 
 
    The skeletons tore at me, pulling me down, but no matter how hard I fought, I continued to sink. My head went under, and all around me, the hungry dead grinned. 
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    True to his word, Red provided us with hearty mounts that could easily traverse the harsh north. To my utter surprise and delight, they weren’t horses but Pegasi. 
 
    “Jesus, Red,” I said as I petted one of the beautiful creatures. “I didn’t even know these things were real. How did you ever catch one?” 
 
    The Pegasus snorted and shook its head. 
 
    “We did not catch these magnificent creatures. They go where they please, and sometimes it pleases them to come here and adventure with members of Clan Black. If they like you, they will carry you. If they do not like you, well, you’ll know it.” 
 
    “Sorry if we got off on the wrong foot,” I told the Pegasus and stroked its neck. 
 
    Its big eyes regarded me intelligently, and I wondered if it could read my mind. 
 
    When the princess stepped onto the courtyard, the Pegasi eagerly trotted over to meet her. 
 
    “They like her,” said Red. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to come along?” I asked. “You know, bring the kids, all two hundred of them. March on Gorrcon’s lair, burn it to the fucking ground, and call it a day?” 
 
    He shook his head, looking at the ground and seeming to struggle with himself. “This time it’s up to someone else to save Tarth.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a cop-out, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” He left it at that, and I wondered what had gotten into the old guy. I wasn’t his biggest fan—the bastard had pushed me over a cliff once into a horde of goblins, just to see how good a fighter I was—but he used to have a loud personality, a spirit that burned like the sun. He was a shadow of the man he’d once been. 
 
    Maybe it was the helplessness he felt. Maybe the disappearance of so many of his clan members had him down. But one thing was certain: Red Black had lost his fight. 
 
    Thanks to Eva’s charm, the Pegasi allowed us to ride them, and soon we were flying north toward the last known lair of the warlock Gorrcon. Doughboy must have still been pooped from controlling the troll for so long, or maybe it was being turned to stone, but the little guy slept in my backpack the entire time. 
 
    Eva rode beside me on her winged mount and seemed to be meditating or praying the entire time. I supposed she had to put in some homework after using the kick-ass lightning-summoning power yet again to save my ass. 
 
    She hadn’t technically saved my life, but she had saved me from being raped by a fairy queen. 
 
    I heard Becka’s laugh when I imagined telling her that part. She would love the entire story, and she would think the part about Eva pretending to be her own handmaiden was extra juicy. Then there was the part where Eva and I had sex. 
 
    Would I even tell her about that? 
 
    She would ask me so many questions about my latest adventure that I was bound to screw up and spill the beans at some point. 
 
    Would she even care? She’d told me more than once the story would have been better if Eva and I had actually gone through with it. But that was when she thought we were just talking about a story I was working on. 
 
    My mind drifted to Scarlett, and once again I fretted over her fate. I had no real plan, aside from reaching Gorrcon’s lair. I didn’t know much about the dude, except that he was the most powerful warlock ever, and anyone in their right mind wouldn’t be flying toward him. 
 
    I realized, not for the last time, how brave Eva was. She didn’t have to sneak off with me. She could have stayed safely in her chapel tower, meditating and waiting to see what the outcome of my quest was. But she had insisted on coming along. Being able to shoot lightning out of your friggin’ fingertips will make a person cocky, but she had signed up to face off with the Tarth equivalent of Lord Voldemort, and that was saying something. 
 
    The chick had guts. 
 
    As we flew through the morning, into the afternoon, and on into night, my trepidation grew. What if Scarlett was dead? What if they were all dead? What if we’d taken too long? 
 
    When we were attacked by the demons and imps, I’d assumed that Gorrcon had sent them to take care of us before we got too far, but now I began to think they had nothing to do with each other, which wouldn’t be that weird, given the violent nature of the Badlands. 
 
    This quest was a mess. Red wasn’t even trying to get the Blacks back, and the dwarf king was a dismissive twat about the whole thing. How in the hell had this world gotten along without my help? 
 
    It seemed like the only one who gave a shit about the worst warlock of all time returning was me, and I wasn’t even from this damned planet. 
 
    “Look!” Eva yelled from the other Pegasus. 
 
    I snapped to attention and peered ahead. The land below was snow white, and in this winter wonderland a single, crystalline tower rose like a prismatic beacon, set aglow by the setting sun. 
 
    “That’s it!” I hollered. “Let’s land and figure out what the hell we’re going to do!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I pointed to the ground, and my mount spiraled gracefully to a gentle landing in a barren field about a mile away from the tower. Even from that distance, it looked huge. 
 
    Eva landed and approached, her breath misting in the cold air. 
 
    “It’s always towers,” I noted. “Don’t bad guys like castles? What about a sweet underground lair or a floating palace made of—” 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    “’Sup?” 
 
    “You’re rambling.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    She smiled and gazed at the tower. “Celesta will watch over me.” 
 
    “That reminds me, why isn’t she doing this? I mean, as fun as it is traveling through the monster-infested wilderness, being attacked by demons and imps, almost being raped by fairy queens, and fighting trolls, she could have wrapped this up with a wave of her hand.” 
 
    “This quest was given to you by me, not Celesta,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Right, but you’ve got her favor, right? Couldn’t you have just asked her to bring Scarlett to you?” 
 
    “You know Celesta cannot interfere with the affairs of mortals.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, really? What do you call turning a bunch of imps into fried chicken or demolishing a mushroom palace?” 
 
    “The imps are not mortals, and neither are the fae.” 
 
    “Nice loophole.” 
 
    “You need to focus on the task at hand.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose and nodded. “I can’t kick the feeling that something is wrong here. It feels like, hell, I don’t know… maybe I’m losing my nerve.” 
 
    She touched my shoulder, full of compassion and concern. “What is it?” 
 
    “What if Scarlett’s dead?” 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” said Doughboy, his inflection indicating I was giving the worst pep talk in the world. 
 
    “I know, bro. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He rubbed against me and hugged my leg, cooing like a mogwai. 
 
    “Celesta said Scarlett was alive,” Eva said. 
 
    “Right.” I exhaled slowly and looked at the crystal fortress. “We go in there, find Scarlett, and get the hell out. Free the other clan members if we can and fight Gorrcon if we must.” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” Doughboy said impatiently. He looked ready to kick some monster ass, and his bravery gave me strength. 
 
    We mounted our Pegasi and flew low over the snow. No bats stopped us, and no spells erupted from the tower. I began to think that Red had been wrong, and this tower was as abandoned as it looked. 
 
    I pointed at the balcony about halfway up the structure. “Check that out.” I did a flyby but saw nothing. “D, go scope it out.” 
 
    I flew by again, and he jumped off the Pegasus and landed on the balcony like a superhero. We circled the tower, vainly searching for any signs of life, or death for that matter. 
 
    When we circled back around, Doughboy was waving to us. 
 
    “I think he found something,” I said, and we landed on the balcony, and I scanned the room beyond. 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” said Doughboy with a concerned glance at the dark chamber. 
 
    I pulled my enchanted blade free and stalked toward the entrance to the chamber. The room leading to the balcony was full of mirrors like a funhouse, and eerily reminded me of my dream. 
 
    “Careful,” Eva warned. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    A barely audible voice was calling from inside. I looked deep into the chamber of mirrors but saw only my own reflection. The voice called again, louder this time. I froze. It sounded like Scarlett. 
 
    “Jake! Jake, help me.” 
 
    “Scarlett?” I stepped into the mirrored chamber with Doughboy and Eva in tow. It was disorienting as hell, and Scarlett’s voice continued to echo off the walls, desperately calling for help. 
 
    We maneuvered through the maze, getting hopelessly lost. Each hall looked the same, and every time I caught movement in the corner of my eye, I found it was only our reflections in the never-ending mirrors. 
 
    “Fuck this,” I said and threw my shovel as hard as I could at the mirror in front of me. The weapon smashed through it and continued on. I covered Eva as the wall of mirrors came crashing down, and the maze disappeared. 
 
    We were in the center of a vast chamber. At the far end, a tall, shrouded figure stood behind a bubbling cauldron, and seven others circled it, chanting. 
 
    Behind them, chained to the wall and floating five feet off the ground, was Scarlett. 
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    “This would be a great time for some of your goddess lightning,” I told Eva. “D, get Scarlett and take her out of here. Got it?” 
 
    He nodded and growled. Eva gave me a wink, then her eyes began to glow. 
 
    “Ah, the infamous Jake Baker,” said the figure standing amidst the chanting witches. He spread his arms wide and cackled. “I thought you would never show up.” 
 
    Gorrcon’s face looked like a green skeleton with thin, leathery patches of skin beneath his tattered hood. Skeletal hands gripped a glowing scepter set with a single, brilliant emerald. His voice was deep and commanding, with a snide edge to it. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” I asked as I approached. 
 
    “I know many things, human. I know you have the favor of the Goddess Celesta, which I admit is quite impressive. I know you have love for this woman and you would come for her.” 
 
    “You lured me here. What do you want?” I stopped fifty feet away, ready for a sudden attack. He hadn’t lured me here to chat. 
 
    His skeletal face twisted into a hideous sneer. “Your blood.” He thrust the scepter forward, and a pulsing green light shot out of the emerald. 
 
    I deflected the beam with my pizza shovel, and it ricocheted off and tore a chunk out of the floor, carving a long swath. Eva called out to her goddess, and a moment later, lightning crackled and surged past me, hitting Gorrcon in the chest and sending him slamming into the wall. 
 
    “D!” I spun around, and he leapt on the end of my enchanted weapon. I flung him toward Scarlett. The chanting witches produced brooms, jumped on them, and flew to intercept. 
 
    I charged Gorrcon, who struggled against Eva’s lightning bolts. I had almost reached him when he exploded with green energy. He pushed back the lightning bolts with crackling green lightning of his own. I leapt into the air and swung the blade at his head. Gorrcon blocked the blow at the last moment with green energy that stopped mere inches from his open palm. I struggled to pull my weapon free, but the green energy field held it in stasis. The wailing cry of a witch caught my attention. Doughboy flew by, attached to one of their faces. The others were chasing him around the chamber, launching spells and hurtling curses. 
 
    All the while he laughed his little ass off. 
 
    “Celesta, bless me with your—” Eva’s voice was drowned out by a blast of green fire erupting from Gorrcon’s extended hand. It tossed her against a wall, where she landed in an unmoving heap. 
 
    I pulled my blade free with a growl putting all my weight into the next strike. Gorrcon blocked me with his scepter, adding a blast of energy to the counterstrike that knocked me back. I blocked Gorrcon’s next blow with the blade and the follow-up with the handle. Seeing an opening, I swept my blade in an upward arch and drew blood. 
 
    He touched his chin, stared at the blood on his fingers, then eyed me with something akin to respect. “Red told me you were a talented warrior.” 
 
    Doughboy was still battling the damned witches, but Eva had moved from where she’d fallen and was rushing toward Scarlett at an angle that prevented Gorrcon from seeing her. 
 
    “What do you mean, Red told you?” 
 
    “You shall find out soon enough.” He sniffed. “I am done playing games. You are useful, therefore, I shall spare your life and find a place for you in my legions.” 
 
    “Sorry, bro, but I’ve already got a posse.” I swung for his stomach, but he suddenly disappeared. I turned quickly, alert to danger behind me, but too late. 
 
    Gorrcon hit me in the back with a blast of energy that launched me across the room. When I skidded to a stop, my armor was smoking, but I was in one piece. Doughboy flew past with the witches in tow, and Eva was almost to Scarlett. I needed to give them more time. 
 
    “Is that the best you’ve got?” I asked as I staggered to my feet. I felt a boney hand on the back of my neck. 
 
    “Not even close,” said Gorrcon next to my ear. 
 
    He picked me up and tossed me at a wall. I hit hard, the air exploding from my lungs. Gorrcon appeared next to me, yanked my weapon out of my hands, and lifted me off the floor by the throat. 
 
    I kicked at him feebly and tried to pry open his boney fist, but I may as well have been trying to open a vice. He threw me against the wall again, and stars danced in my vision. 
 
    Ice shards erupted from the wall and dropped around me like a cage, pinning me there. Eva had reached Scarlett, but with a mere wave of the hand, Gorrcon trapped her against the wall as well. Doughboy’s voice echoed through the chamber, saying “Sweeeet!” like it was a battle cry. 
 
    Gorrcon spun around, but not in time to stop Doughboy from landing on his face. The warlock struggled to pry him off, but my little buddy held on tight. It wasn’t until one of the witches blasted Doughboy with a glowing energy ball that he finally let go. When he did, Gorrcon encapsulated him in a ball of green energy. 
 
    “Not sweeeet!” he said in a muffled voice as the green energy ball aimlessly floated around the room. 
 
    Scarlett looked like shit, but she was alive. “What took you so long?” she asked with a tired smile. 
 
      
 
    “You and your little band have many tricks.” Gorrcon lifted my pizza shovel and strode over to us. “I shall enjoy having you serve me.” 
 
    “Let the girls go,” I said. “I’ll give you whatever you want!” 
 
    “What I want, I take.” He turned with a flurry of robes and tossed my shovel aside. “Begin the ritual!” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” I asked Scarlett. 
 
    “He plans to open a portal to Earth.” 
 
    “Aw, shit.” Eva was pinned to the icy wall on the other side of Scarlett. “Any chance you’ve got any magic left?” 
 
    “I can try, but this place weakens my connection to Celesta.” 
 
    She looked on the verge of passing out; she didn’t have anything left. Doughboy was trapped in the green energy bubble, and Scarlett had seen better days. Our rescue attempt had been a complete disaster. Things were worse in every possible way. 
 
    The cauldron bubbled and frothed as the witches danced around it, gleefully chanting and tossing in ingredients. Gorrcon paced in wide circles around the group, a grin on his gaunt face. 
 
    “We are ready for the last ingredient,” said one of the hags. 
 
    “Excellent.” Gorrcon unsheathed a small dagger and stalked toward me. 
 
    “If you hurt either one of them, I’ll make you wish you were never reborn,” I warned. 
 
    “It is not their blood I covet.” He stopped before me, and after a wave of his hand, the ice around my right forearm melted away. He made a small cut in my skin and watched with greedy eyes as my blood pooled on the silver blade. 
 
    “Whatever you’re planning, I’d reconsider if I were you. Earth isn’t like Tarth. Try your necromancy shit there, and they’ll nuke your ass into oblivion.” 
 
    He smiled at me with rotten teeth. “Challenge accepted.” 
 
    I watched helplessly as he went over to the cauldron and let my blood drip into it. When it hit the bubbling concoction, it boiled over, green steam rising into the air. The witches continued their chant, and Gorrcon gazed up at the swirling smoke as it crackled with energy. 
 
    The swirling smoke thinned, and Romano’s Pizzeria shimmered into view. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Gorrcon gave a triumphant roar and raised a fist. “Come to me, my children!” 
 
    A swirling gateway opened in the floor, and out crawled dozens of demons. They raced across the chamber, leaped into the portal, and started trashing Romano’s. 
 
    “You’re going to regret this,” I warned. 
 
    Gorrcon gestured to his witches, and they excitedly filed through the portal. He walked up to me with a snide grin on his face. “Now Earth is mine.” 
 
    I wanted to kill the son of a bitch, but I was still trapped in ice, so I did the only thing I could. I spit in his face. His smile faded, and he wiped the spittle from his boney mug. “You could have been one of my most powerful generals, but alas, you have too much fight in you.” 
 
    He raised a fist and squeezed it tight, and the tower shook as if in an earthquake. He strode through the portal, cackling like a drunken witch. As soon as he was gone, Doughboy’s green bubble popped, and he fell to the floor. 
 
    “Jake, we have to get out of here,” said Eva as the tower fell apart around us. 
 
    “I can see that.” I struggled to free myself, but I couldn’t move, much less break the ice. “Can’t you pray to Celesta?” 
 
    “I have been, but I feel no connection to her here.” 
 
    Long cracks appeared on the walls and split the floor and ceiling, causing big chunks of stone to crash down. The portal was still open, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever. Doughboy was face down on the floor. 
 
    “D!” I yelled. “Wake up!” 
 
    The building shook more violently, and a long crack appeared in the wall of ice we were encapsulated in. 
 
    “Doughboy!” 
 
    He weakly raised his head, then shook it like he had just awakened from a three-day bender. “Not sweeeet!” he complained and staggered to his feet. 
 
    “Not sweet at all. Get us out of here!” I pleaded. 
 
    The place shook like it was the end of the world, and huge chunks of stone fell from the ceiling. I felt the entire structure shift and knew we were mere seconds from death. 
 
    Doughboy hurried toward us. He grabbed the handle of my pizza shovel, but it proved too heavy. I watched as he grew angry, and as his anger grew, so did his body. He puffed up, his arms and legs grew longer, and his face twisted in grim determination. With a growl, he yanked the pizza shovel and sent it flying our way.  
 
    When it struck the icy wall, the entire thing crumbled. Eva, Scarlett, and I fell to the floor, ice raining down on us. 
 
    “The entrance is blocked,” said Scarlett. “We’re trapped!” 
 
    I looked at the portal. “No, we’re not. Come on.” 
 
    We raced to the portal, dodging falling stone and debris. I was clipped by a brick-sized piece, but Eva helped me stay on my feet. Scarlett was the first one through, followed by Doughboy and Eva. I went last, diving into the portal as the tower groaned and collapsed. 
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    I must have blacked out, because I woke up face down on the floor, covered in pizza boxes. Eva and Scarlett were next to me, still out cold. 
 
    “Hey, wake up,” I said as I removed the pile of boxes. 
 
    “Not sweeeet,” Doughboy groaned as he picked himself up and shook his head. 
 
    “Oh my god! Jake?” said a familiar voice. 
 
    My heart swelled. “Becka?” 
 
    She rushed over and practically tackled me, crashing through the boxes and smothering me with kisses. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you.” I kissed her and held her tight. 
 
    “What happened?” Eva opened her eyes and looked around wildly. 
 
    “We jumped through the portal. We’re on Earth.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” Becka covered her mouth in shock. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Eva and Scarlett, yeah.” 
 
    She looked at my doughy friend and her eyes watered. “And Doughboy?” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” he said, like he was Fonzie. 
 
    She covered her mouth, eyes filling with tears of joy. “It’s true, the story’s true. I’ve been waiting here for a week, thinking that you’d return through the oven, like you did in the story. Romano thought I was nuts, but he let me stay after hours. I can’t believe it, Jake.” 
 
    “Me either, but can we talk about it later? Did a warlock and coven of witches go through here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, gesturing at the trashed restaurant. “I hid behind the counter.” 
 
    Scarlett groaned and sat up. “Where’s Gorrcon?” 
 
    “They went that way.” Becka pointed at a smashed window, which was blackened at the edges. 
 
    I hurried over and scanned the parking lot. 
 
    Scarlett pointed to the east end. “There! They are filing into that strange wagon.” 
 
    Gorrcon and his demons and witches were loading into a VW bus. The scene was ridiculous; they looked like a bunch of adults on their way to a costume party. 
 
    We raced out the door as the van revved, moved forward, braked hard, revved again, and squealed out of the parking lot. 
 
    “How the hell does he know how to drive a car?” I asked the heavens. 
 
    “They’re getting away!” Scarlett cried. 
 
    “Here!” Becka yelled and tossed me the keys to my car. It was in the parking lot, where I guessed Becka had parked it. 
 
    “Get in!” I ran to the car and pulled the front seat forward. Scarlett and Eva piled in the back, and Becka ran around and got in the passenger seat. Doughboy jumped in her lap, which made her yip and laugh. 
 
    Gorrcon and his merry band of wierdos were nowhere to be seen, but they’d turned east, so I peeled out of the lot and headed in that direction. 
 
    We screamed through downtown Lake George, and the girls let out surprised yells. Becka turned around, marveling at Eva and Scarlett like a star-struck teenager. “I can’t believe I’m finally meeting you,” she said dreamily. 
 
    “You must be Becka,” said Eva. “Jake told me about you.” 
 
    “He did?” She smiled at me. “He’s told me tons about you two, and now you’re here. I just can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Hold on!” I warned as I followed the VW bus onto a ramp. 
 
    The tires squealed as I drifted onto the freeway. I pulled in front of a big rig that didn’t have enough sense to move over, then I dropped it a gear and burned rubber to the sound of his blaring horn. 
 
    “What is this magnificent machine?” Scarlett asked. 
 
    “It’s called a car.” 
 
    “I want one.” 
 
    “Sweeeeet!” Doughboy concurred. 
 
    Becka laughed in delight. “He sounds just like you said he did. You’re too cute, little Doughboy.” 
 
    D glanced at me and made his eyebrows dance. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas.” 
 
    Up ahead about half a mile, the van was swerving dangerously on the road like a drunken driver was behind the wheel, and it took no time for me to catch up with them. When I did, the back window flew out and magical projectiles followed it. 
 
    “Look out!” Eva cried from the backseat. 
 
    I barely dodged a big ball of green lightning, swerved around a blue streak, but couldn’t avoid the next ball of lightning, which shattered my window when it clipped the roof. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I braked and let the van get far ahead. “Everyone okay?” 
 
    Becka looked up at the smoking hole in the roof. “Was that magic?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was magic.” 
 
    “So cool,” she said. 
 
    “Wanna see some more?” Scarlett asked. She produced a bow out of thin air. 
 
    “Where the hell were you hiding that?” I asked. 
 
    “It is soul-bound to me,” she said, as if I should know what the hell that meant. “Do these windows open?” 
 
    I rolled down the driver side window, and Scarlett squeezed through it. 
 
    The van was still swerving, with the occasional energy zap streaking out of it and bouncing down the road, but I kept the car as steady as possible. 
 
    “Letharengor,” Scarlett whispered, then released an arrow. It flew straight at the van, but at the last moment, one of the witches shot it down with a ball of green energy. 
 
    More energy left the van, and I backed off a bit. 
 
    “Get me closer!” said Scarlett. 
 
    “This is so fucking cool,” said Becka. 
 
    Eva was praying in the backseat, and I wondered if Celesta’s power could reach her so far away. 
 
    I dared to close the gap as we chased the van around a curve. Then it veered toward an exit. 
 
    “Scarlett, switch to the other window, you’ll have a clear shot in a minute.” 
 
    She switched places with Eva, and next to me, Becka opened the glove box and pulled out a handgun. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve had it for years.” She pulled the clip out an inch, nodded, then slapped it back in place. 
 
    “Why’s it in my glove box?” 
 
    “I’ve been using your car. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    The van bounced off the retaining wall and nearly skidding out of control. Gorrcon was at the wheel, gleefully cackling. He saw us coming down the curving ramp, and the witches started flying out the back of the van on brooms. 
 
    Scarlet fired her bow again but missed when I yanked the wheel to avoid a kamikaze witch. 
 
    “Die, you ugly bitches!” Becka screamed into the wind as she leaned out the window and fired her big cannon. 
 
    Becka turned out to be one hell of a shot. She hit one of the witches, causing it to crash into the trees. The other witch took a bullet to the shoulder and was thrown off course. 
 
    We came to a red light at the end of the off ramp. The van blew right through it, turned left, and skidded across the road. 
 
    “Hang on!” I popped the e-brake, slid through the intersection, dropped it into second gear, and punched it. 
 
    Scarlett fired another arrow, and this one found its mark. It hit the back bumper by the tailpipe and exploded. The van’s back end hopped up, and when it landed, Gorrcon lost control. The van swerved off the road, crashed through a wooden fence onto a golf course, and flipped sideways. I followed and saw it come to a rest on the first hole. 
 
    I parked the car and got out, taking my pizza shovel with me. The girls and Doughboy followed, and we took up positions behind the car’s open front doors. Witches and demons were filing out of the van like it was a clown car, but I didn’t see Gorrcon. 
 
    Scarlett whispered another enchantment, and her arrow began to glow. She let loose, and the arrow hit the van’s hood. The VW exploded violently, sending burning witches and demons flying in every direction. 
 
    “Behind!” Becka warned as she whirled and fired her gun. 
 
    Three witches barreled toward us, each with a glowing ball of energy in their hand. They launched them at us, but I batted them aside with my pizza shovel. Beside me, Scarlett and Becka opened fire. An arrow utterly destroyed one of the witches, and another was shot and hit the ground hard. 
 
    Doughboy growled and launched himself at the third witch, landing on her face and making her miss us. The witch spiraled out of control and crashed to the ground next to the car. Doughboy promptly bit her head off. 
 
    I turned my attention to the burning van. There were sirens in the distance; the police would arrive soon. We had to put these bastards down and do it quick. The last thing I wanted was the local authorities getting into this. 
 
    There were only three witches left that I could see, and a half a dozen demons, but I still didn’t know where Gorrcon was. His remaining minions charged straight at us ,fireballs and energy balls leading the way. 
 
    “Fire at will!” I bellowed. 
 
    Eva cried out to her goddess. “Celesta, give me your strength!” 
 
    Lightning shot from the sky and hit her open palms. Her eyes glowed with power, and she redirected the energy at the witches. The lightning snaked into separate arcs, engulfing every last one of them. 
 
    I raced toward the closest demon, with Doughboy close behind. It hovered, engulfed by electricity. I chopped it in half as I passed, then cleaved another in two, deflected an energy bolt from a witch, and buried my blade in her head. Doughboy jumped on the face of a demon and rode it to the ground as arrows were fired, dropping the remaining ghouls. 
 
    A quick scan of the area told me we’d killed them all, so I ran to the other side of the smoldering van, looking for Gorrcon. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Look!” said Becka, pointing up. 
 
    Gorrcon hovered about a hundred feet over our heads. His robes smoldered from the explosion, but the bastard was still alive. He glowered at me, opened a hand, and hurtled a writhing ball of black energy at us. 
 
    “Get down!” I said, but I knew we’d never get out of the way in time. 
 
    I was ready to bat the energy ball away with my pizza shovel, but Doughboy’s arms suddenly shot into the air and intercepted it. There was an explosion, and Doughboy let out a scream that wrenched my heart. 
 
    His arm had extended more than fifty feet, and it fell to earth like a ribbon. Doughboy rolled around on the ground, and I realized in horror that the black energy was eating its way along his arm, disintegrating it like a cancerous disease. Soon it would reach his body, and if that happened, he would surely die. 
 
    I ran over and chopped off his arm only seconds before the nastiness reached his shoulder. The black rot ate up the rest of his severed arm, then disappeared. 
 
    I searched the sky for Gorrcon, but he was gone. I helped up Doughboy. He panted and clutching his chest with his remaining arm. “Not sweeeet,” he said. 
 
    “That was really stupid,” I said and hugged him. 
 
    “That was actually heroic,” said Becka. 
 
    Doughboy perked up and puffed out his chest. Then, just to show off, he regrew the missing arm. 
 
    “Did anyone see where Gorrcon went?” 
 
    “He flew in that direction,” said Eva. “Toward that moon.” 
 
    “The cops are going to be here any minute. We gotta go.” 
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    “I can’t believe that just happened,” said Becka. She paced my living room and nervously shook out her hands. I touched her shoulders. She fell into my arms and hugged me tight. “I’m so glad you’re back.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    She looked up at me with love in her eyes. Damn, I’d missed the hell out of her. Our hug turned into a kiss, her soft lips quivering under mine. The world melted away, and all the stress I’d been under the last few days lifted from my shoulders. 
 
    In that moment I didn’t care about Tarth or Earth, warlocks, demons, princesses, or goddesses. I was home. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find Doughboy, Eva, and Scarlett staring at us. 
 
    “Excuse me, Jake, but does this abode have a lavatory?” Eva asked with shimmering eyes. 
 
    “Down the hall, first door on the left.” 
 
    She hurried to the bathroom, hand moving to her mouth as she went. 
 
    I walked over to Scarlett and gave her a big hug. “How you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t even want to talk about what I’ve been through.” 
 
    “Gorrcon only took you to get to me.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” She kissed my cheek, seeming unsure of how to act in front of Becka. 
 
    But Becka offered Scarlett a sympathetic smile as she joined us. She hugged Scarlett and planted a big kiss on her lips. 
 
    What a sight that was. 
 
    “You’re every bit as beautiful as Jake said you were.” Becka fingered Scarlett’s red ringlets and bit her lip. Then she blinked hard and glanced at me. “Tell me everything that happened after you disappeared that night.” 
 
    “Boy, that’s a hell of a story, and not one I can tell on an empty stomach. Let’s order in, and I’ll explain everything that’s going on.” 
 
    “Want to get pizza?” Becka asked with a grin, knowing how much I wanted the girls to try it. 
 
    “Yes. Wait, on second thought, no,” I said. “When Scarlett and Eva finally try pizza, I want to be the one to make it. Let’s get burgers instead. That place on First Street is open twenty-four hours. We can get cleaned up, eat, have a beer, and figure out how we’re going to track down Gorrcon.” 
 
    I excused myself and went to check on Eva. She didn’t immediately respond when I knocked on the bathroom door. When she did open the door, I could tell she’d been crying. 
 
    “What?” she said, unable to meet my eyes. 
 
    “Anything wrong?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m just tired.” 
 
    “Me too. You want to eat? We’re ordering food to be delivered—” 
 
    “Do you love Becka?” she blurted. 
 
    “Yes.” I let out a sigh. “Eva, I can’t lie to you. I—” 
 
    “Do you love me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you love Scarlett?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She offered me a sympathetic smile. “You’re a player of hearts, Jake Baker.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to play any of you. I’m …I don’t know. Until I met you, I didn’t want to get close to anyone. I was indeed a player, and I’ve broken a lot of hearts. But you changed all that. I don’t even know how. Hell, we fought more than anything.” 
 
    She smiled at me, beautiful blue eyes sparkling like morning dew. 
 
    “I fell for you in the Badlands, Eva. Then we met Scarlett, and the three of us had amazing chemistry. It just happened. But then you wouldn’t talk to me after things went too far, and when you didn’t call off the wedding, I thought we were through. I went home, months passed, and I met Becka.” 
 
    “She’s special,” said Eva. “I can tell.” 
 
    “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I gave you my body, and my heart went with it. I’ve never loved a man before, not like I love you, and I don’t want to lose that feeling.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    “I also gave myself to Scarlett.” She blushed and looked self-conscious. “I’ve never loved a woman before either, not like I love Scarlett.” 
 
    “Then you understand how I can love you all?” 
 
    “I do. I could feign anger, act jealous, but I would be a hypocrite. Jake, I don’t expect you to love me exclusively. I wouldn’t force you to make that choice.” 
 
    Was I dreaming? This was not how I imagined that conversation going, but I was pleased by Eva’s emotional one-eighty. 
 
    “The four of us have something special,” she said. 
 
    “Five, if you count Doughboy.” 
 
    “Sweeeet.” 
 
    I did a double take when I noticed him on my right. He was gazing at us with admiration in his big anime eyes. 
 
    Eva laughed. 
 
    “How long have you been there?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Go on, you little cretin.” I gave him a playful kick in the ass, and he giggled his way back to Becka and Scarlett, who were standing together at the end of the hall, watching us like co-conspirators. 
 
    “What do you think they’re saying?” Eva asked. 
 
    “Well, Becka is probably suggesting we all take a hot shower together, and Scarlett is probably agreeing.” 
 
    “What is a shower?” 
 
    Another thing I’d done with my money from the sale of the Tarth diamonds was rent a newly renovated apartment on the shore of Lake George. It wasn’t huge, but it had a great kitchen with an island and stainless steel appliances, a nice living room that led out to a deck overlooking the lake, a king-sized bed and large bedroom, and also a huge bathroom with one of those huge showers you find in luxury hotels. The kind that can fit about ten people and have a rain spout as well as full-body shower heads. 
 
    I showed Eva how to turn on the water and adjust the temperature. She marveled at the rain simulator and laughed as she held her hands under the warm stream. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she said and undressed. 
 
    “There’s soap there, and shampoo and conditioner.” I pointed it out to her. 
 
    “What is that?” Scarlett asked from the doorway. She and Becka were standing there. 
 
    “It’s a shower,” said Eva excitedly. 
 
    “It’s like magic rain.” Scarlett walked into the shower with her hand out, looking joyous when the warm water touched her skin. “You mind company?” 
 
    “It’s big enough for all of us,” said Eva. 
 
    I glanced at Becka, who winked. 
 
    Scarlett gleefully tossed off her clothes and joined Eva, who twirled. She slipped and almost fell, but Scarlett caught her, and they chortled as the rain cascaded over their naked bodies. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re cool with this?” I asked Becka as we undressed. 
 
    “Oh my god, are you kidding? That’s Scarlett and Eva from fucking Tarth. We just fought a warlock and a bunch of witches. This is a dream come true.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree with that. 
 
    I followed Becka into the shower and let the hot water cover my tired, aching body. Eva and Scarlett had found the body wash, and they playfully doused Becka and me with it. 
 
    Hands rubbed all over me, and I returned the favor, more than happy to lather up three asses and three pairs of beautiful tits. The girls’ slippery bodies rubbed against mine. My cock stood rigidly at attention. 
 
    Scarlett kissed me, and Becka kissed Eva. Two hands wrapped around my dick, and Becka cooed, “What do we have here?” 
 
    Water cascaded over us from three other showerheads mounted in the walls about waist high. I cupped Eva and Scarlett’s asses as they rubbed up against me. I reached around and found their clits with my skilled fingers and stroked them gently, uttering moans of pleasure as they kissed my chest and neck. 
 
    Becka knelt before me, water streaming from her red locks. She took me in her mouth, cupping my balls and twirling her tongue around the head. I slid fingers into Scarlett and Eva from behind, and they joined in a passionate kiss. Becka reached up and massaged their tits as she blew me. I tilted my head back, enjoying every damn second. 
 
    Becka replaced her mouth with her hands, and her tongue moved over my fingers, between Eva’s legs. The princess moaned with pleasure. Becka switched to Scarlett and licked her pussy. Becka moaned as she took me in her mouth again, then she serviced the girls in turn. She was super turned on. 
 
    Our passion mounted, and we moved over to the shower bench. Scarlett and Eva sat and offered themselves to us, and Becka and I happily complied. I went down on Eva, who took my head in her hands and sang in joy. Becka went down on Scarlett, who watched her with lust-filled eyes. 
 
    I kissed Eva deeply, then turned her around and took her from behind. Her ecstatic cry echoed off the porcelain walls when I entered her. I thrust deeply, groaning like an animal as her tight folds molded to my shaft. 
 
    I felt a tongue on the underside of my cock and realized Becka was crouched below, licking Eva’s clit and me at the same time. Scarlett stood beside me, fondling Eva’s breasts and kissing me as she gripped my ass. Eva’s knees buckled as she came. I held her hips firmly, pressing my dick in as far as it would go. Becka’s tongue went crazy, and Eva lost her voice. A moment later she found it, and her cries rang loudly in the confined space. 
 
    Eva collapsed in Becka’s arms. Scarlett moved in front of me and pushed me down on the bench, straddling me. My cock parted her pussy lips, and we fell into a passionate kiss. Becka sat beside me, guided there by Eva, who made out with Becka’s pussy. 
 
    The shower filled with hot mist as I brought Scarlett to climax, trying desperately to delay my own. Becka must have known how close I was, because she quickly took Scarlett’s place and rode me the rest of the way. 
 
    Eva and Scarlett worked on my nipples, and that was it. I growled and cupped Becka’s ass as she too cried out. My orgasm erupted with a sudden burst that took my breath away, followed by powerful aftershocks that left me gasping. Becka held my head in her hands and smiled, kissing me gently. 
 
    “Am I dreaming?” I asked her. 
 
    “I think we all are.” 
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    I stood in the kitchen with a towel wrapped around my waist and took a long pull from a fresh bottle of Sam Adams. Becka grabbed one and popped the top on the corner of the island cutting board. 
 
    “That was intense,” she said and tapped her beer against mine. She was wearing my boxers and an old Metallica T-shirt, her curly hair up in a towel, her freckled face still flushed. She looked beautiful. 
 
    “Do you mean fighting mythical creatures or the shower orgy?” 
 
    “Both!” 
 
    I poured Eva and Scarlett a glass of wine. I didn’t drink it often, but I kept the good stuff around for guests. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Eva when I handed her a glass of expensive pinot grigio. 
 
    For Scarlett I chose a three-year-old shiraz. 
 
    Grubhub texted me the delivery was almost here, so I went out to the porch to wait for them. It arrived a few minutes later, and I tipped the kid a twenty and brought the food inside. The girls were sitting around the living room and chatting like best friends at a sleepover, and I stood on the threshold for a moment to admire them. 
 
    I was a lucky son of a bitch. 
 
    The Tarth girls were excited to try Earth food, and the burgers and poutine didn’t disappoint. While we ate, I told Becka everything that had happened from the moment I disappeared until I got back. She was bummed out to hear that my manor was destroyed, angry I’d almost been raped by a fairy, and excited when Eva admitted I had taken her virginity. 
 
    “It’s about damn time,” she joked, and I was amazed by her candor and apparent lack of jealousy. I didn’t know how to take it, but I assumed it was akin to how I felt about her and the girls having sex, which is to say I didn’t care at all. On the contrary, it was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    I think Eva was trying to gauge Becka’s reaction as well. As for Scarlett, she was her same old self: kinky as hell and having a great time, no matter what. 
 
    “This Gorrcon,” said Becka with a mouthful of hamburger. “Do you think his powers work here on Earth? Is he going to, like, raise the dead or something?” 
 
    “He seemed pretty damned powerful on the golf course, but he can’t drive for shit,” I said. I wasn’t surprised. I mean, where would he have learned? There were no cars on Tarth. 
 
    “Gorrcon is extremely powerful,” Eva said gravely. “But he is not an immediate threat. With his witches dead, he won’t be able to open another portal to Earth from Tarth.” She snorted. “If he ever gets back there.” 
 
    “What about the one in Romano’s?” I asked, recalling that I hadn’t seen the portal we’d come through. 
 
    “It closed behind you,” said Becka. 
 
    “How do we get back?” Scarlett asked, concerned. 
 
    “Celesta,” Eva said with confidence. “But I would not dare ask her until we have defeated Gorrcon. We cannot risk opening a portal he can use.” 
 
    “I agree.” I was relieved that Gorrcon wouldn’t be able to summon anything from Tarth, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t raise the dead on Earth, and if he did that, it would be a freaking disaster. 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine how the news channels would treat such an event, and the image of Anderson Cooper’s faux concerned scowl as he stared at a reporter surrounded by zombies made me laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Becka asked. 
 
    “Nothing. My mind is telling me jokes.” 
 
    Eva continued. “Gorrcon will find somewhere he can work from. Necromancy takes an incredible amount of magic, and it will take him time to perform the ritual.” 
 
    “What is his goal?” I asked Scarlett. 
 
    She shrugged. “What his goal has always been; cover the world in darkness. He will raise an army of undead and try to conquer the world.” 
 
    “Then we need to get to him before he gets his roots in.” I grabbed my phone off the charger and looked up all the cemeteries around Lake George. There were nearly a dozen. I zeroed in on the golf course, and found three within five miles. 
 
    “What is that?” Eva asked when she joined me on the couch. 
 
    “A smartphone.” 
 
    She stared at me blankly. 
 
    “It makes it possible to speak to someone far away, even on the other side of the world. It’s also full of other information.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like everything.” 
 
    “Magical,” said Eva, eyes twinkling with wonder. 
 
    “Not sweeeet!” Doughboy yelled into the mic of the gaming headset. He sat on the edge of the recliner with a PS4 controller in his hands. He was playing Call of Duty, and he was kicking major ass. 
 
    “There are a bunch of cemeteries around here,” said Becka, who was on her phone as well. 
 
    “We should check out these three near the golf course first.” 
 
    We finished our meal and got ready to head over to Becka’s place. The girls put their clothes back on, and I realized how much Eva and Scarlett stood out in their Tarthian garb. But if we got pulled over by a cop, I could tell them we were headed to a medieval fair or something. 
 
    I cringed when I saw my car again. It was all dinged up, with a smashed front window and a big gash across the roof. 
 
    “Poor baby,” I said, patting the dashboard gently. 
 
    The girls filed in, and Doughboy followed, eyes glued to the Nintendo 2DS he must have grabbed from the living room. 
 
    We drove across town to Becka’s place. She lived in her parents’ old house. They’d moved to Florida five years ago and left her the place, which was an old two-story home built around the turn of the twentieth century. Another thing her father left her was the bulk of his gun collection, which ranged from handguns to hunting rifles. There were even a few semi-automatics. He was a retired cop and avid hunter, which made the arsenal less alarming than it might have been. 
 
    Becka kept the guns in a pair of huge safes behind a false wall in the bedroom. I helped her load them into a hockey bag, amazed at how much firepower there was. 
 
    “You think you’ve got enough weapons?” I asked with a small laugh. 
 
    “Can you have too many when facing a frigging warlock?” She tossed in hundreds if not thousands of rounds of ammo, practically cleaning out the safes. Her father had a bunch of holsters, and she offered me one. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. I had my pizza shovel, but hey, it wouldn’t hurt to have a gun on me, and I’d fired enough of them on our last few dates to have gotten comfortable using them. I wasn’t a bad shot either. 
 
    Becka gave me a Glock and a box of ammo, then she holstered her twin Desert Eagles and loaded her extra ammo slots with clips. There were about ten other handguns in the bag, two rifles, a pump action shotgun, and even a small machine gun. 
 
    “Can I have one?” Eva asked. 
 
    “That’s probably not a good idea until I can show you how to use one,” said Becka. 
 
    Doughboy reached for my gun like a toddler begging for a toy in Walmart. 
 
    “No way, dude,” I said. 
 
    “Not sweeeet!” he complained and crossed his arms, pouting. 
 
    “You’re badass enough without guns,” I said. “You’re friggin’ magical, and your skin heals wounds. Guns would be overkill.” 
 
    He didn’t like it, but he was going to have to get over it. 
 
    We loaded all our stuff into the back of Becka’s jeep, then set the GPS for the nearest cemetery. It was almost two in the morning by that time, and while I should have been tired, the excitement of the hunt had set in. 
 
    Becka took the wheel, and Doughboy sat between the girls in back, eyes glued to his video game. 
 
    “Will your magical phones show us where Gorrcon is?” Scarlett asked from the backseat as we pulled out. 
 
    “No,” I said, trying not to laugh. “But they’ll lead us to the cemeteries where he might be. With any luck we can get to the bastard before he starts any trouble.” 
 
    Becka connected her Bluetooth and cranked “Dragula” by Rob Zombie. The girls shouted approval, and when Becka peeled out, they cheered. 
 
    We drove to the closest cemetery, and I let Doughboy run free with instructions not to engage Gorrcon if he saw him but to quickly report back to me. Becka drove around it a few times, but we saw nothing, so we moved on to the next one. 
 
    By the time three o’clock rolled around, we’d searched three cemeteries and hadn’t seen Gorrcon. I was starting to feel like we might have lost our shot. 
 
    “Let’s check the next one in south Lake George,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Jake. We’ll find him,” said Scarlett and rubbed my shoulder from the backseat. 
 
    “I hope so, because if not, it’s going to be a real shit show.” 
 
    As we drove south through town, I noticed a sheriff parked on a side street. I watched him out of the corner of my eye and in the side mirror after we passed, but he didn’t take any interest in us. 
 
    “Up here, you’re going to take the next left,” I told Becka, but she wasn’t listening. She was staring at the sky. 
 
    “Jake?” She pointed at the distant hills straight ahead. 
 
    A thin beam of light was shooting straight up into the air through the trees. 
 
    “That must be him,” said Eva. 
 
    “There’s no cemetery up there,” said Becka and turned onto the road that would take us there. 
 
    “No,” I said. “There’s no cemetery there. There’s something worse.” 
 
    Becka’s eyes widened with realization. “Bloody Pond.” 
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    “What is Bloody Pond?” Eva asked. 
 
    “It was one of the sites of the Battle of Lake George,” said Becka. 
 
    “They say that over three hundred men died there,” I said. “Their corpses were rolled into the water, giving it the name Bloody Pond.” 
 
    “Not sweeeet.” 
 
    “I agree, D. But that was a long time ago. I doubt there are actually any bodies there.” 
 
    “The bodies of the dead are not needed.” said Eva. “The soldiers’ spirits escaped their bodies, which creates a kind of portal. Through it Gorrcon can pull the restless dead.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Becka killed the headlights as we drew closer to the pond. There was a bike trail behind it, and I told her to park next to it. I got out. The thin green beam pierced the clouds, and the echoed chant of Gorrcon could be heard in the wooded area beside the road. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick.” I moved to the back of the jeep with Becka. She handed me a shotgun, and I loaded rounds. “We need to take out Gorrcon before he starts summoning the und—” 
 
    A cackle sounded in the distance, followed by ghoulish moans. 
 
    “Too late,” said Becka, cocking her shotgun. 
 
    “Doughboy, I need you to—put that damn game down!” 
 
    He glanced at me fleetingly, his attention on the game. 
 
    I swiped it out of his hands. “Keep the ghouls or ghosts or whatever the fuck he’s summoning away from us.” 
 
    “Sweeeet.” 
 
    “The rest of us will hit Gorrcon with everything we’ve got and take the bastard out once and for all. Eva, how’s your connection to Celesta?” 
 
    “Weak,” she admitted. 
 
    “Take this,” I said, handing her a shotgun. I showed her how to use it, and warned her to keep her finger off the trigger unless she meant to fire and to keep the barrel pointed away from the rest of us. 
 
    “Arise, children of death!” Gorrcon bellowed. 
 
    “Let’s send this creepy fuck back where he came from.” 
 
    We followed the bike path, which moved away from the road, through the trees and behind the pond. The thin green light had been replaced by a deep emerald glow, and the illuminated pond churning like boiling pea soup. 
 
    We came to a grassy area beside the pond. It was small, perhaps a hundred feet long and nearly as wide. I motioned the girls to hunker down with me behind foliage and pressed a finger to my lips. Gorconn was at the end of the pond on my right. His arms were spread wide, sending green energy snaking into the water. There were already ghouls slogging to shore, looking like extras for the Walking Dead. The ghouls wore 18th-century garb, except for the Mohawks, who wore their signature attire, rotted and ragged as it was. 
 
    Opposite the pond was Highway 9, along with a few businesses and homes, and I didn’t want the ghouls going that way. 
 
    “Ready, Doughboy?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded determinately and punched his palm with the opposite fist. 
 
    “Give ’em hell.” 
 
    He raced along the bank toward Gorrcon. The warlock hissed and turned a glowing hand, but Becka and I popped up and fired at him. Her Desert Eagle barked like a cannon, but Gorrcon had enabled some kind of energy shield, which absorbed our bullets on impact. 
 
    He released a bolt of green energy at Doughboy, but my nimble friend ducked behind a French ghoul, whose head exploded when the bolt hit him. Doughboy’s extremities shot out like Spiderman’s webs, and he pulled the ghouls toward him and ate faces. 
 
    I led the charge, hacking and slashing the ghouls with my pizza shovel as they emerged from the water. Gorrcon thrust a clawed hand forward, squeezed it into a fist, and raised it above his head. 
 
    The ground glowed bright green, and a fetid fog rose. Skeletal hands burst from the soft earth and groped our legs and feet as we went by. One got hold of my ankle, sending me to the ground. 
 
    Becka blew the arm to pieces and pulled me to my feet. Scarlett covered us with her bow, exploding heads with her enchanted arrows and trying to get a shot off at Gorrcon. Eva blasted ghouls with her shotgun, which nearly put her on her ass every time she used it. For a neophyte, her aim was pretty good and she had spirit to burn. 
 
    I redoubled my efforts as I went into a lethal martial arts routine. A Mohawk zombie charged me with twin hatchets gleaming in the moonlight. Becka blew one of his arms off, and Scarlett’s well-placed arrow hit him in the chest. His rotten carcass exploded, but there were five more behind him. 
 
    A swing of my pizza shovel cut one in half. Another swing took the legs of a third. Guns barked, arrows sang, and the ghouls fell in heaps on the muddy bank. 
 
    But they kept on coming. 
 
    Our advance around the pond was slowed by another wave of dead soldiers and Mohawk warriors. Doughboy was tying them up as best he could, but there were just too damn many of them. 
 
    “Celesta! My goddess, my savior, lend me your strength!” Eva raised her arms skyward, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Take that fucker out!” I yelled at Scarlett as I frantically cut down the advancing horde. 
 
    Becka stood beside me, twin guns blazing. 
 
    One of Scarlett’s arrows hit the ground by Gorrcon’s feet. A ball of fire consumed him, and for a moment the ghouls wavered. 
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    I charged through the stunned ranks, found Gorrcon in the smoke and fire, and swung for the cheap seats. He raised a hand to release energy, but my blade cut through his defenses, severing the arm at the elbow. 
 
    Gorrcon howled and reeled back, and I swung again. 
 
    This time he got a shot off, and a bolt of energy hit my pizza shovel and sent it flying out of my hands. I pulled my Glock, aimed it at his heart, and unloaded the entire clip. To my dismay, my bullets were absorbed by his glowing green energy shield. 
 
    He grabbed me by the throat and raised me into the air with ease. 
 
    “Come to bring me more blood for a new portal?” His fetid breath washed over me, and in that moment I was glad that I could hardly breathe. 
 
    He raised his bloody stump to my face, and to my horror, the bone grew back. He trailed a skeletal finger across my cheek, and it felt like he was cutting me with a woodburning tool. 
 
    “Your blood will open a portal between our worlds that shall never be closed, and soon I shall—” 
 
    “Sweeeet!” Doughboy suddenly grabbed onto Gorrcon’s face and wrapped his arms and legs around his head. 
 
    Gorrcon dropped me, and I scrambled to find my pizza shovel. 
 
    “Jake!” Becka tossed it to me as ghouls pulled her to the ground. 
 
    Gorrcon finally ripped Doughboy off his face and threw him into the pond, where ghouls dragged him underwater. 
 
    “Doughboy!” Eva yelled. 
 
    I swung my enchanted blade at Gorrcon’s head, but he raised a hand and stopped it in mid-air. Eva leapt into the pond after Doughboy, Becka ran out of bullets, and Scarlett’s bow was ripped from her hands by a Mohawk zombie. 
 
    Gorrcon sneered as he began to overpower me, and I was forced to one knee under the weight of his defensive spell. He practically held my enchanted blade in his hands, bearing down on me with my weapon. 
 
    The ghouls had taken the girls prisoner, and they gathered around their master, seething with demonic glee and watching with glowing green eyes as I was driven to the ground. 
 
    “Celesta, please!” Eva cried. 
 
    I desperately looked for something, anything that would help, but we were out of options. I noticed a ghoul standing beside me wearing the remains of what I assumed was a general’s outfit. His skin hung from him in strips, but there were human eyes behind the energy glow. 
 
    “General!” I barked, and he cocked his head ever so slightly. 
 
    “This man has invaded our world. He wishes to spread darkness and death.” 
 
    The ghoul glanced at Gorrcon, then back at me. 
 
    The warlock cackled wetly and pressed down on me harder, driving me onto my back and nearly chopping my head off. I pushed back on the handle of the pizza shovel, the blade three inches from my neck. 
 
    “You were all once human. Mohawk, French, or British, you all once loved another, perhaps a wife or a child. Your ancestors now thrive in this world, and your master wishes to kill them all!” 
 
    The general frowned, but Gorrcon only laughed louder. He pressed the blade to my neck, and I knew I was fucked six ways from Sunday. 
 
    Eva cried again to her goddess, but no miraculous lightning tore through the air. 
 
    Becka struggled defiantly against her captors, but it was no use. 
 
    Scarlett got a hand free and stabbed one of the ghouls, but the blade was torn from her hand. 
 
    “With your death, I shall trap your soul and make you the gatekeeper of the portal between worlds,” said Gorrcon. His breath nearly made me vomit. 
 
    The blade pressed harder against my skin, but no matter how hard I pushed back, I couldn’t bench-press the psychotic warlock. 
 
    Despite my bleak situation, I growled defiantly at him. “You will never have this world!” 
 
    “Oh, but I already do—” 
 
    Gorrcon’s words were cut short when a fist protruded from his chest. He let up on my pizza shovel as he looked down at his oily heart, held by a ghoul’s hand. 
 
    I rolled out of the way, bringing my pizza shovel with me. The general stood behind Gorrcon with his entire arm up to the elbow in the warlock’s back. The general ripped his hand back, bringing the heart with it. 
 
    Gorrcon’s breathing became worse than a two-hundred-year-old chain-smoker, and he dropped to his knees, staring at his bloody hands. The general glanced at the other ghouls, and they slowly released my girls. He tossed the heart on the ground in front of me. 
 
    “Thanks, General.” I turned my pizza shovel, swung it over my head, and slammed it down sideways, smooshing the blackened heart to a pulp. 
 
    The howl that escaped Gorrcon was otherworldly, and he turned to ash before our eyes. The ghouls started disappearing as well. The general was the last to go, and I saluted him as he faded. 
 
    . Becka ran into my arms. Eva and Scarlett, however, jumped into the pond, and I remembered Doughboy was still in there. 
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    I waded into the water as Scarlett and Eva turned toward shore, carrying Doughboy. He wasn’t all soggy and stringy, like he’d gotten the last time he’d fallen in water; he was green and sickly looking. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” I asked as they laid him on the grass. 
 
    “It’s some kind of curse,” said Scarlett. 
 
    “The water was green and glowing with weird magic. Maybe it poisoned him,” said Becka. 
 
    “We need to get him back to Tarth,” I said, looking at Eva. 
 
    “I’ll try to contact her,” she said, looking apprehensive. 
 
    “What’s up? Can you do it or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jake.” She started crying. “I may have used the rest of her power.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go to Romano’s,” said Becka. “There’s got to be some kind of residual intergalactic magical juju there.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I scooped up Doughboy. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    We arrived at Romano’s at half past three, but the cops were there. Someone must have called about seeing a bunch of witches leaving the place earlier. Now that things had cooled down, I saw the full extent of the damage. 
 
    The front window had been smashed, and the outside of the building was scorched. The door had been blown off and taken the frame with it, and the sign was half destroyed and flickering weakly. 
 
    Needless to say, Romano’s would be closed for a while. 
 
    “Shit, we’re never going to be able to get in there,” I said as Becka crawled past the place. 
 
    “There’s only one squad car keeping an eye on things,” she said and pulled up to the yellow tape like she owned the place. “Put Doughboy in a backpack and follow my lead. Chances are I know these guys.” 
 
    We followed her out of the jeep, hanging back while she talked to the officer guarding the place. He was wary at first, but a little flirting on Becka’s part had him rubbing the nape of his neck and blushing. He was a portly dude, and looked like a good guy, but Becka’s charms would eat away his resolve in about thirty seconds flat. 
 
    When she touched his shoulder, it was over, and he finally caved. 
 
    “Five minutes, that’s it,” he said as she waved us over. “If anyone finds you messing with a crime scene, I’ll be screwed.” 
 
    “Thanks, bro,” I said as I went by. 
 
    He gave Eva and Scarlett, in their strange-to-him clothes, confused glances, but their bright smiles quenched any questions he might have. We picked our way through the rubble and hurried into Romano’s office. I put Doughboy on the desk and looked at Eva. 
 
    She bit her lip and took a deep breath. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” I said, rubbing her shoulder. “Take your time.” 
 
    She nodded and dropped to her knees, then closed her eyes and raised her hands. 
 
    “Anything you need from us?” I asked. 
 
    “Silence,” she replied softly. “And stay close. I’m asking Celesta to take us all to Tarth.” 
 
    “All of us?” said Becka hopefully. “Like all of us?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Eva. “Shh.” 
 
    “Give me a second.” Becka bolted from the office, and I called after her, but she didn’t respond. 
 
    “Celesta, goddess of virtue. My savior, my light in times of darkness. Please here my prayer….” 
 
    She chanted the same thing over and over, and I paced by the office door, biting my nails and waiting for Becka to return. I didn’t want to leave without her again, and I couldn’t imagine what the hell she was doing. 
 
    When she finally returned, she was carrying the big hockey bag full of guns. 
 
    “You went back for guns?” I whispered, so as not to disturb Eva. 
 
    “If I’m going to Tarth, I’m bringing a fucking arsenal,” she whispered back. 
 
    “… hear my prayer!” 
 
    Eva started to glow. To my surprise, a swirling portal opened up on the wall behind Romano’s desk. 
 
    “I’ve done this four times now, and I’m still nervous as shit.” I shouldered the backpack with Doughboy in it and clutched my pizza shovel. 
 
    “You’re nervous?” said Becka in disbelief. 
 
    “Hurry before it closes,” said Eva, and we all rushed into the portal. 
 
    Stars and planets shot by me as I was launched through space like a beam of light. I was weightless, bodyless, but inwardly, I was screaming at the top of my spiritual lungs. 
 
    A blue planet grew out of blackness and engulf me, and I closed my eyes. When I opened them, I was lying on the cold ground, a blue sky above me, and I smiled. Scarlett, Eva, and Becka were on the snow beside me, and I realized we were in the northern Badlands. The remnants of the destroyed crystal tower lay around us, but the world was quiet, it was at peace. 
 
    Becka’s eyes were clenched shut. 
 
    “You can open them now,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    She did, and her face lit up when she saw the Eye of Thodin. “Holy fu—” 
 
    “I brought you back because Scarlett and Eva belong here,” said Celesta, who was standing beside the portal, holding it open. “But I must close this portal and never open it again, lest someone like Gorrcon try to get to your world. You must choose for the last time, Jake Baker. Remain in Tarth forever or return to Earth. Choose wisely, and do it quickly.” 
 
    I helped Becka up and glanced at Scarlett and Eva. The princess offered me a sympathetic smile. Scarlett grinned hopefully and shrugged. 
 
    “Why do we have to choose right this minute?” I asked, panicked by the ultimatum. My mind raced. Stay or go, stay or go. If Becka wanted to leave, would I stay? If she wanted to stay, did I really want to live on Tarth for the rest of my life? 
 
    “Keeping the portal open taxes me,” Celesta said evenly. “Decide!” 
 
    I took Becka’s hands. “Becka, I don’t want you to do anything that you’ll re—” 
 
    “We’ll stay!” she blurted. She made a comical face and bit her lip, squeezing my hands. “Right? We can stay. I mean, it’s not every day you get to go to another world. How many people can say they’ve done that? Besides, Eva and Scarlett are here, and I absolutely adore them.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    She nodded. “Tell her we’ll stay before I change my mind.” 
 
    I looked at the sky, where the Eye of Thodin hung brightly in the cloudless heavens. There was nothing to think about. If I returned to Earth, even with Becka, I would always wonder, and if I stayed on Tarth, I doubted I would wonder what my life would have been like on Earth. That planet was a shit show. Here, I was someone. 
 
    Hell, on Tarth I was a legend. 
 
    “We’ll stay,” I told Celesta, and a weight I hadn’t known I was carrying fell away. 
 
    “Very well,” she said and closed the portal to Earth forever. 
 
    “Holy shit, holy shit , holy shit,” Becka sang breathlessly, like she was having a panic attack. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “We’re really doing this, aren’t we?” Tears flooded her eyes, and she covered her mouth. 
 
    “Welcome to Tarth,” said Eva, arms open wide. 
 
    Becka laughed and cried and hugged her. Scarlett joined them, and I smiled, not wanting to forget this image until my dying day. 
 
    “You have defeated Gorrcon?” Celesta asked me. 
 
    “He’s toast.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, then her eyes narrowed. “Is that Doughboy in your pack?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I shouldered it off and carefully extracted his green, sickly body. He coughed a few times and twitched in a fevered sleep. 
 
    “Not sweeeet, not sweeeet,” he said in a faraway voice that faintly resembled Cartman’s from South Park. 
 
    “He was tossed in a pond that was glowing with some weird green necromantic power,” I said, holding his head in my hand. “Can you help him?” 
 
    “This is a powerful curse,” said Celesta. “A curse of death only cured by one thing.” 
 
    “What is it. What do we have to do?” 
 
    “Name it, and we’ll travel the world for the cure,” said Eva. 
 
    “Doughboy can only be revived by the kiss of true love,” Celesta said in all seriousness. 
 
    I glanced at my buddy and shrugged. “Does bromance count?” 
 
    Eva, Scarlett, and Becka knelt beside and kissed his puffy green cheeks at the same time. 
 
    My doughy sidekick’s eyes opened wide, and a giggly “Sweeeet!” escaped him. 
 
    I glanced at Celesta. “Is this for real?” 
 
    She offered me a wink. 
 
    Doughboy tried to kiss the girls back, which made them laugh. 
 
    “Good to have you back, bro.” I helped him to his feet, and he hugged my leg like a toddler. 
 
    “Thank you for answering all my prayers, my goddess,” said Eva, giving the revered woman a deep bow. 
 
    “You are welcome, priestess. Your devotion is hard to ignore.” 
 
    “So, about the portal to Earth never being opened again,” I said slowly. “Was that figurative or literal?” 
 
    “It is too dangerous for your world. There were once monsters on Earth, but the magi of old opened a portal from Earth to Tarth, and they banished the monsters here. They sent humans to Tarth as well: criminals, malcontents, and other undesirables. Then the portal between worlds was closed. When I summoned you here by accident, I unknowingly opened the old gateway. But I have sealed it again, and as long as I watch over this world, it shall remain that way.” 
 
    “Tarth is Earth’s Australia?” I said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Becka asked. 
 
    “You know, Australia and Canada, back in the day, that’s where the British Empire sent their criminals. That’s how those countries got populated by non-natives.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” said Celesta. “There is no going back to Earth. You have made your choice.” 
 
    “Why did you bring us back to the Badlands?” Scarlett asked as she scanned the snowy landscape. 
 
    “This is where you left from, and it was easier to bring you back to this location. Your Pegasi have waited for you.” 
 
    Becka laughed with delight when she saw the graceful creatures circling above us. 
 
    The two magnificent white Pegasi landed gracefully and trotted over to us, shaking their heads and snorting. 
 
    “They are happy to see that you made it back in one piece,” said Celesta, petting one. 
 
    “They’re so beautiful,” said Becka, hesitantly touching one of the creatures. 
 
    “Do you want to ride one?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded eagerly. 
 
    “I must leave you now,” said Celesta. “I trust you know your way back to Zenfindel?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Eva with another bow. “Thank you, my goddess.” 
 
    Celesta floated into the air and faded. Soon she was gone. 
 
    “Shall we?” said Scarlett, mounting one of the winged beauties. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s cold as shit here.” I climbed into the saddle and helped Becka up behind me. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” she asked. 
 
    “The Black Keep.” I glanced at Scarlett. “I’ve got a few choice words for Red Black.” 
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    We reached the Black Keep the next day. I woke up Becka, who’d been dozing against my back, and helped her out of the saddle before walking up to the big doors. Using the butt of my pizza shovel, I pounded on the door like a bill collector. 
 
    Men looked down from the battlements, then someone yelled for the doors to be opened. When one among them announced that Scarlett had returned, they cheered. 
 
    The large doors opened, and Red appeared, smiling at Scarlett like a doting father. “Has Gorrcon been defeated?” he asked, and the men and women standing around waited with bated breath to hear the answer. 
 
    I strode up to Red with a big smile on my face and punched him in the nose. 
 
    Blades were freed from sheaths and arrows were nocked by skilled archers as Red fell on his ass, holding his bloody nose, but he held up a staying hand to his soldiers. “Stand down,” he ordered. 
 
    “I should kill you, you son of a bitch! You sold me out to Gorrcon. You knew he could use my blood to open a portal to my planet.” 
 
    “I did what I had to do to protect my people and my world.” He dragged himself to his feet and hacked a bloody loogie on the ground. 
 
    “You’re a real fucking hero.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that,” said Scarlett. 
 
    “Sometimes hard choices have to be made,” said the old man, looking shamefaced. 
 
    “And all this shit about the wizard being the only one who could stop Gorrcon. I suppose that was a ruse as well?” I asked. 
 
    “No, that was Plan B,” said Red. “In case you failed.” 
 
    “Gorrcon said he’d spoken to you. How long have you been in league with the warlock?” 
 
    “In league?” He laughed. “I was never in league with Gorrcon. I went to his lair to free Scarlett and the others, despite knowing I would most likely fail. He almost killed me, but then I thought of you, of your world, and I told him I could lure you to him. He agreed and allowed me to take the rest of the clan home. But he kept Scarlett.” 
 
    “I was your bait?” Scarlett said angrily, and the watchers murmured amongst themselves, clearly not pleased by their leader’s actions. 
 
    “It was the only way,” said Red, “and it worked.” 
 
    “Celesta has closed the portal to Earth for good,” I said. “Because of you, Becka and I are stuck here.” 
 
    “You can think what you want about me,” said Red. “I’m too old to care. As I said, I did what I had to do, and I’d do it again. Don’t misunderstand. I’m glad you defeated him and survived to tell about it. You have saved Tarth once again from a terrible evil, and for that you should be commended.” 
 
    “I don’t want shit from you.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that.” 
 
    I shook my head and turned away, gesturing to the girls. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Eva and Becka returned to the Pegasi, but Scarlett stared at Red for a long moment. “Goodbye, Father,” she said before joining me. 
 
    We mounted the Pegasi and left. 
 
    With our winged mounts, it was a hell of a lot easier traversing the Badlands. They flew above the clouds on wings as white as snow, and soon we were soaring over the Monster Bane Mountains. Eva steered south from there, and we continued on over shimmering lakes, green fields, ancient forests, and bustling towns. 
 
    It was close to nightfall when we arrived at the Temple of Celesta. We landed in the grassy valley where I’d been summoned by the goddess the second time. 
 
    We dismounted stiffly, and I stretched, groaning when my back and elbows popped. 
 
    “That was the longest flight ever,” said Becka, awkwardly walking away from the mounts and squatting in the grass. 
 
    “That’s a great idea.” I took a few steps away and pissed like I’d been drinking beer all night and held it for three hours. 
 
    “This is where I leave you.” Eva said when we gathered together again. 
 
    “Leave us?” said Becka, concerned. “But why would you do that?” 
 
    “I have duties to fulfill, both as a princess and a priestess. But I will not be far away.” Eva regarded Scarlett. “I assume you’re returning to your manor?” 
 
    “Yes, for a time,” she said. 
 
    “You mind if we shack up with you?” I asked Scarlett. “Since my place was burned to the ground—” 
 
    “Of course,” said Scarlett, smiling at Becka and me. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “Sweeeet,” said Doughboy and hugged her leg. 
 
    “Promise you’ll come visit,” Becka said to Eva. 
 
    “Of course. It isn’t far from here, and you are all welcome any time.” 
 
    The girls hugged her, and Doughboy gave her a big kiss on the cheek. When the princess turned to me, there were tears of joy in her eyes. 
 
    “Come here,” I said, arms wide. We shared a long hug, then she kissed me passionately. I kissed her back, savoring the moment. 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” I said at length. 
 
    “I should thank you.” She smiled coyly. “Don’t be a stranger, you hear?” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    She gave me one last hug, then raised her hands and swept them over her face. When I blinked again, I was looking at Hannah. 
 
    “Well that’s a fun trick,” said Becka. 
 
    “Goodbye for now,” said Eva, and walked toward the temple gates. 
 
    “Shall we?” said Scarlett, and she swung up into the saddle. Doughboy jumped on behind her. “I can’t wait for you to see my manor.” 
 
    Becka clapped excitedly, and we mounted our Pegasus. The mounts trotted, then galloped across, extended their majestic wings, and soon we were soaring above the land. I couldn’t help but smile as the wind buffeted my face, and Becka clung to me tightly from behind. 
 
    I was on another planet full of mythical creatures a million miles from Earth. 
 
    But I was home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Want more? 
 
      
 
    I hope you’ve enjoyed Monster World 2. Do you want to see what happens to Jake and the girls next? I know I do. Leave a review on Amazon and let me know you want a sequel. If you’re at a loss for words to describe the book, just remember what Doughboy would say. 
 
      
 
    Want to know when new books come out? It’s easy! Just follow me on Amazon and they’ll email you when I’ve got something new. You can also join my exclusive mailing list and choose a free eBook as my gift to you. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
      
 
    P.S. Now go leave that review and let the world know how much you loved Monster World 2! 
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