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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    “Are you sure you have to actually move out?” my mom pouted. 
 
    I glanced up to where she was leaning against my bedroom door frame with her arms folded across her chest and her dark eyes shimmering with residual tears, and I smiled. 
 
    “I’ll still bring you my laundry, if you’d like,” I chuckled as I tried to force the lid of my suitcase down over my haphazardly packed clothes. “It’ll be like I never left.” 
 
    “Hmm, on second thought…” my mom giggled softly and then wiped at her cheek as a stray tear dribbled down past her eyelashes. “It’s just gonna feel so empty without you here, James.” 
 
    I’d lived in Brooklyn with my mom my entire life, and so when the time had come to finally choose a college, it had come as no surprise to anyone in my life that I’d elected to stay in the best suburb in New York city. But that didn’t mean I wanted to stay under my mom’s roof while I studied, as much as she wanted me to. 
 
    “You’ve got Roscoe,” I reminded her, and as if on cue, the straggly tomcat leapt onto my desk with a lazy meow. 
 
    My mom scooped the grumpy cat up into her arms, much to Roscoe’s disdain, and she sighed heavily as she scratched him behind the ears. Then she looked up at me again with the same glassy eyes. 
 
    “You’ll call me at least every weekend?” she asked with a sniff. “And you’ll come home to see me?” 
 
    “Yes, I promise.” I grinned as I finally managed to zip my suitcase up, and I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before I scooted my luggage past her and toward the front door of our apartment. “You had to get rid of me some time.” 
 
    “I never said I wanted that,” my mom reminded me as I began to lug my packed-up life down the rickety old stairs of our building. 
 
    “I’m twenty now,” I said with a grunt as I heaved my first suitcase around the corner and onto the next flight of stairs. “Nearly twenty-one, actually, and I can’t be a functioning adult if my mom is my roommate.” 
 
    I’d taken a year or two off after high school to take an internship at a record company in the city, but they’d wanted graduates for their permanent music production positions. Thankfully, my mom had saved up a whole bunch of money after my dad died when I was little, and so here I was, hauling ass to college at the ripe old age of twenty. 
 
    At least I’d be able to buy people booze soon, so it shouldn’t be too hard to make friends on campus. 
 
    “Girls love mama’s boys, though,” my mom argued. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you and help you get all settled?”  
 
    I let my suitcase wheels clatter to a resounding stop and looked at her with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Okay, fine, fine…” she laughed and dropped Roscoe the cat so he could scamper back up to our apartment. “I get it, you’re blossoming.” 
 
    “Mom…” I groaned. “Blossoming? Seriously?” 
 
    She continued to tell me all the how’s and why’s and great benefits of me studying from home as I moved my packed-up bedroom down the stairs and out onto the stoop of our building, and when I’d finally dragged the last box down, she pulled me into a spine-crushing hug. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, baby,” she mumbled somewhere beside my shoulder. “So is your father.” 
 
     “Yeah, I know,” I said softly and gave her a squeeze in reply. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    She insisted on waiting with me as I hailed a cab, and then she hastily shoved a small wad of twenty-dollar bills into my shirt pocket as a yellow cab slid to a stop against the curb beside us. 
 
    “For emergencies,” she said, and she shook her head as I tried to protest. “Nuh-uh, you take it. And call me when you’re all settled in and stuff, okay?” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” I smiled widely and kissed her one last time on the cheek, and then I hopped into the waiting cab and shut the door with a sigh. 
 
    I turned in my seat and watched as she waved me off down the block, but soon the cab turned a corner, and my mom and the stoop of the building I’d grown up in eventually disappeared. 
 
    “Congrats on your first day.” The taxi man grinned knowingly in the rearview mirror as I settled back into my seat. “NYU?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m headed to Brooklyn School Of Music,” I said with a proud smile on my face. “At the Clinton Hill campus, corner of Hall and Willoughby.” 
 
    “Keepin’ it local.” The cab driver nodded in approval. “I like it. Alright, Brooklyn School Of Music, you got it.” 
 
    The cabbie was a quintessential New Yorker. He had leathery skin and a wide smile that showed his crooked, cigarette-stained teeth, and he studied me with crinkly old eyes. He wore a pressed white shirt that had seen better days and a chunky gold chain around his neck, and he even pulled a pair of aviator style sunglasses from his visor when the sun broke through the clouds.  
 
    I just grinned to myself as I nodded along to the song blaring on the radio. 
 
    I could’ve gone anywhere to study music production, but why would I when I lived in the coolest place on Earth? 
 
    The late morning was bright and cheery, with a warm sun hanging high in the air and a light breeze that only had the faint whisperings of an approaching fall. The Clinton Hill campus was a surprisingly green oasis in the middle of Brooklyn’s concrete jungle, and I counted four separate brick buildings shrouded by the welcome shade of the tall trees that surrounded the college. 
 
    The cab driver pulled up and even helped me with my luggage and boxes that had packed his car up, so I tipped him heavily for his help. He thanked me and wished me good luck with a toothy grin, and then I watched the yellow car as it disappeared into traffic. 
 
     There were lines and lines of parked cars full of families wishing their loved ones goodbye, or helping them unload all their stuff, and I spotted a helpful-looking pair of guys dressed in school colors standing guard against a row of metal carts for new students to load up their luggage. 
 
    I grabbed one from the shorter of the two guys with a grateful smile, and then I hauled my suitcases and boxes onto the metal grating Tetris style, but I was careful to keep my prized PC tower and sound recording equipment on top. Then I wheeled my stuff further onto campus, which was a sprawling mess of first day of semester chaos, and as I was busy people watching, an eager guy with wide eyes and a mess of red hair bounced in front of my path. 
 
    “Hi there!” he said in a bright voice with an even brighter smile, and I had to yank the handle to stop my cart from knocking him flat on his ass. “Welcome to the Brooklyn School of Music!” 
 
    “Hi,” I chuckled breathlessly. “Sorry, I nearly took you out there.” 
 
    “I’ve gone through worse.” He shrugged his skinny shoulders and held up a clipboard with a grin. “First year?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m in Dalton Hall apparently,” I replied with a nod. 
 
    “Okay, so you’re gonna wanna go all the way across the quad, past the fountain, and then take a hard left at the end. There’ll be someone there to greet you and tell you which room you’re in, okay?” The redheaded guy even put his hands on his hips as if he were a real-life Peter Pan, and I laughed. 
 
    “Yep, that’s perfect,” I said as I quickly wove my cart around him and headed in the direction he told me. “Thank you.” 
 
    I continued my way across campus, and there was a surprising amount of already established students hanging around and watching the newbies arriving.  
 
    A bunch of what passed as frat boys at a music school were sitting on camping chairs in a large semicircle, and they’d made a drinking game out of people watching. As far as I could tell, their rules stated that they had to drink every time somebody tripped up or every time a parent or family member cried, and they had to all shotgun a beer any time someone’s luggage cart toppled over. 
 
    A potentially dick move, but harmless enough, all things considered. 
 
    I ignored the lot of them, and thankfully my luggage cart didn’t betray me and leave me to their mercy as I headed toward Dalton Hall. 
 
    As promised, another student helper wielding a clipboard was standing sentinel at the door to the dorms, ready to guide new students to their rooms, though he was far less enthusiastic than his counterpart I’d met earlier. 
 
    “Name?” the clipboard guy asked me with an exhausted sigh and a tired smile. 
 
    “James.” I grinned. “James Miller.” 
 
    “Room one-twelve,” Clipboard said in a flat voice as he ticked my name off from his list. “All the way down the hall and just before the corner. You got a laundry room around that corner, and then the common area is here at the front of the dorm.” 
 
    I wheeled my cart with my luggage into Dalton Hall and followed Clipboard’s instructions. The corridor bustled with people doing the exact same as me, and I smiled and nodded at my new dormmates as I passed them. Eventually, I found myself outside a door with the numbers ‘112’ stamped in black paint, and I pulled my cart to a stop. 
 
    “Hey, neighbor.” A voice sounded out from behind the door beside mine, and a petite girl with a blonde pixie cut and a silver lip ring leaned against the open doorway with a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “Hey.” I nodded politely and matched her smirk. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “And you.” The girl smiled even wider and cocked her head toward me nonchalantly. “Name’s Honey.” 
 
    “I’m James,” I said as I tried to keep my eyes on hers instead of the breasts currently attempting to pop out of the tank top layered beneath her open flannel shirt.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jamesssss.” Honey just continued to smirk as I dragged my cart into my room, and I had to bite my lip against the natural flirting that was doing its damnedest to come out. 
 
    I didn’t have a girlfriend, but I also didn’t want to completely ruin whatever chance I had at making friends, and Honey seemed cool, so I turned my focus on unpacking my shit instead. 
 
    My room was small but cozy, and thankfully I got it all to myself. A large double window on the north side took up almost the entire wall and drenched the room in a wash of natural light, and I heaved the window open to let some summer air in as I set to work. 
 
    A small double bed was wedged into the corner beneath the window, and on the other side of the room was a simple desk with a black leather chair. There wasn’t a door for a closet, but there was a wooden wardrobe that looked so old it was almost out of place sitting in the far corner. 
 
    “Good thing a dude is in this room and not a girl,” I laughed as I looked at the Narnia-inspired wardrobe-closet-cabinet-thingy. I didn’t exactly have an impressive array of clothing, so I figured I could still keep all my shit in there. I could get to organizing my clothes later, though. Now I just wanted to get my computer and sound equipment set up. I shrugged my shoulders out of my checkered shirt, tied it around my waist, and readied myself for the mental and physical duress I was about to willingly put myself through. 
 
    Cable management. 
 
    Luckily, I’d remembered to buy a whole bunch of zip ties before I’d moved, so by the time I had my PC tower, LED strip lights, sound equipment, and microphone set up, I had gathered the mess of black cables together in neat bunches at the back of my desk. I was still breaking a sweat, though, and as I fastened the last zip tie, I collapsed onto my back right there in the middle of the floor. 
 
    “The grunts and moans coming from this room,” I heard Honey’s snicker from somewhere by my still open door, and I just let out a laugh as I stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I’d apologize, but…” I heaved myself up so I could prop myself up on my elbows and then fixed her with a smirk. “I’m not sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll get you back the moment I get a girl back here.” She grinned, and then she fully cackle-laughed when she saw my expression as my brain worked to catch up to her words. 
 
    “Oh!” I laughed in surprise. “You’re…” 
 
    “A raging lesbian?” Honey grinned. “Yeah, dude, I’m dressed the fucking same as you, did that not give it away?” 
 
    “Hey.” I shook my head with a chuckle and sat up with my arms resting against my knees. “I don’t assume based on appearance.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Honey nodded in approval. “I was gonna a-- whoa.” 
 
    She was cut off mid-sentence when the screech of an electric guitar, hooked up to an amp with the volume cranked to eleven, suddenly wailed through the dorms. I immediately recognized the Led Zeppelin riff and hauled myself to my feet to investigate the source of the shredding, with Honey at my shoulder. 
 
    The previously closed door of the room opposite mine was suddenly wide open, and I watched as the guitarist worked his instrument with a scrunched face and a classic power stance. 
 
    He had a mess of curly black hair much like Slash’s, except he wore his in a half-up half-down ponytail, and he wore thick black eyeglasses, a cut-off faded black t-shirt that showed off muscular arms, and ridiculously tight skinny jeans with a thick metal chain dangling from his belt loops. 
 
    Then he looked up, as if he could sense the eyes on him, and froze in place as he stared at me and held the note. 
 
    “Black Dog?” I grinned. “A classic.” 
 
    “Thank fucking god someone has taste here,” the guitarist sighed and then riffed excitedly before he unplugged his cherry-red guitar and hauled it off his shoulders. 
 
    “Was that a test?” Honey asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Kinda,” the curly-haired guitarist chuckled as he put his guitar in its stand beside his desk. “I just wanted to see if I had any decent roomies.” 
 
    “Did we pass?” I smirked. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” he laughed as he switched his Marshall amp off. “I’m Aron, and I pinky promise I’ll do my best to not be too annoying.” 
 
    “If you keep playing the likes of Zeppelin, I can’t be mad.” I laughed and crossed the gap between our rooms so I could quickly shake Aron’s hand. “I’m James, this is Honey.” 
 
    “Pleasure.” He winked at the both of us. “What’re you guys studying?” 
 
    “Production,” I explained with a proud smile, and I motioned to my open door. “Hence my tasty little setup.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Aron breathed as he eagerly hopped across and peered into my room. “Do you play anything?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m no musician,” I chuckled. “I wish, though.” 
 
    “Maybe I can chuck in some free lessons, if you produce some of my band’s shit.” Aron waggled his eyebrows and adjusted his spectacles as he turned to Honey. “I’m just kidding. But hey, what are you studying?” 
 
    “I’m a musician, too,” the tiny blonde explained. “Not as cool as you, though. I play the violin.” 
 
    “That’s pretty fucking cool,” I countered. 
 
    “Classical.” Aron nodded approvingly. “I dig it.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how many metal bands use classical music, to be fair.” Honey grinned up at Aron. 
 
    “Like Metallica’s S&M performance?” I offered. 
 
    “I’m so fucking glad I have cool neighbors.” Aron held his hand up to his heart and groaned theatrically. “Are you guys going to the party at the Kappa Sigma house? I’m not normally one to mingle with frat boys, but it’s the first party of the semester, and I’m pretty sure, like, everyone’s going.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m completely in!” Honey clapped her hands together with a giggle. “I made my dad buy a bunch of beers for exactly this reason.” 
 
    “I’m definitely down.” I nodded in agreement. “I’m gonna finish unpacking and stuff, and then I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let out the Bat-Signal in a couple hours.” Aron grinned. 
 
    I hadn’t banked on a full-blown college party on my very first day, but I was definitely excited at the prospect, especially going with Honey and Aron. It was a good feeling, knowing I’d already made two pretty cool friends. 
 
    I made a mental note to tell my mom, just so she didn’t worry about me crying into my pillows with homesickness on my first night away from her. 
 
    Since I’d successfully set my computer and sound production equipment up already, I decided to finally unpack all my clothes before I jumped into the shower to get ready for my first proper college party. 
 
    I only had the one suitcase of clothing, although that was the one that was fit to bursting despite it being mainly jeans, checkered overshirts, and band merchandise. I hauled it across the room with a grunt, and it spun on its wheels and eventually came to a stop beside the battered old closet. 
 
    The thing looked like it was a hundred years old, despite the rest of the furniture in my dorm room looking like something out of an IKEA catalog, and I wondered why on Earth they’d decided to keep it. The hinges were pretty battered and rusted, and the brass handles gleamed dully.  
 
    I pulled the two doors open, and I was already a half-turn around when I spotted something in my peripheral vision. 
 
    The back of the old closet should’ve been the same wood the rest of it was made from, but it simply wasn’t. I blinked once, then twice, and then rubbed at my eyes before I peered at it again, and I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was seeing. 
 
    The back of my college dorm closet looked as though it were made from molten gold. It swirled and ebbed of its own accord and had a weird glittery sheen to it as it moved, and I became suddenly hyper-aware of the fact I was staring at something that absolutely did not belong in my world. 
 
    “What the fuck…” I muttered under my breath as I stared at the wall of my closet, and without giving it another thought and letting my curiosity take over, I extended my hand. 
 
    It was the equivalent of a sign that said “DO NOT PRESS THIS BIG RED BUTTON!” Of course I was gonna touch it. 
 
    The moment the tips of my outstretched fingers came into contact with the swirling gold, I felt a yank somewhere near my navel as my entire body was sucked toward the back of the ancient wardrobe. 
 
    Instead of headbutting the wall of my dorm room, though, I started to fall forwards. My arms began to flail, and a panicked yell fought its way up my throat, but the sound was dampened by whatever the fuck I had fallen through. 
 
    It only took a second, but it was like the world slowed down, and I felt the weird shimmering portal envelope my entire body and suck me through to a place that was definitely no longer my university dorm room. 
 
    When everything stopped spinning around me, I froze for a moment and tried to catch my breath. 
 
    What the hell had even just happened? 
 
    It was pretty dark, the air was suddenly cold and damp, and my knees already ached from where I’d slammed into a hard stone floor. 
 
    I let out a long shuddering breath and brought my head up so I could inspect my surroundings. I had fallen into some sort of underground dungeon, which was only obvious to me because of the amount of video games I’d played in my time. 
 
    The walls and floor were made from a dark gray stone, and old metal brackets were nailed into the walls where wooden torches, or maybe shackles, should go, except they were totally empty which was probably why it was so dark. Aside from a smattering of old dried straw on the stone floor, the place was utterly empty. There were a couple of anterooms on either side of where I stood, but aside from that, nothing. 
 
    I slowly climbed to my feet, brushed my knees down, and looked behind me to see an exact replica of my dorm room closet. I tentatively pushed one of the doors open and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the same shimmery golden portal at the back. 
 
    Then my eyes widened when I stared down at my left hand. The skin somehow had what looked like a tattoo inked into it, but it was mostly numbers and letters along a branching pattern. The tattoo looked like something out of a video game, with a health bar and a skill tree that alluded to my dexterity, luck, and also strength, with long inky tendrils that curved across the back of my hand and was yet to be filled in. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “What the hell?” I said as I flexed my hand and looked at the design. It was for sure a character skill tree, but I was missing any actual named skills. 
 
    Then I stretched my arm out to push my fingers back into the weird molten metal of the portal and breathed another sigh of relief when my hand slid through to the other side. 
 
    I needed to check if it worked both ways, or whether I was permanently stuck in this strange dungeon, and I didn’t particularly take well to the latter option. 
 
    I took a shuddering breath and pushed myself back through, and I felt a sharp tug somewhere in my lower abdomen. Then I stumbled out of the shimmering gateway and back into my college dorm room, where everything was exactly as I’d left it. 
 
    Except the very stark tree-like tattoo that’d marked my left hand on the other side had suddenly disappeared, and I pulled and pressed at the skin on the back of my hand in confusion. Whatever it was, whatever had marked me, it didn’t transfer to my world apparently. 
 
    “What the hell…” I murmured breathlessly as I stared at the portal in my closet in sheer disbelief. 
 
    I could walk away from the otherworld portal in the back of my closet and try to tell people about what had just happened to me, though I’d probably get carted off to a psych ward for my troubles, and I had no intention of starting, and ending, my college career like that.  
 
    Or I could go and explore. 
 
    Maybe this was just a dream, like I’d fallen and hit my head or something. That was definitely the most logical explanation, but… something told me this was more than that.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, clenched my fists, and pushed back through the golden portal. 
 
    The air on the other side was cold enough that goosebumps had appeared along my arms, and my knees ached with very real pain from where I’d stumbled through the gateway the first time.  
 
    So, what if this was all real? It sounded totally crazy, but I had to find out for myself. 
 
    I made my decision and gently pulled the closet door closed behind me, but I made sure I kept it open a tiny crack, mostly out of fear that it would magically weld itself shut and I’d be stuck in wherever this dungeon was for the rest of time. 
 
    And my mom would never forgive me for going missing, hell, she’d come and track me down herself. 
 
    After a quick study of my immediate surroundings, I realized there was a whole bunch of nothing in the damp and dreary cavern, at least nothing that would help me in my exploration. I found one archway that seemed to lead into a tunnel, but it was caved in several feet down. I wondered where it went. Was there a whole underground network of caves and tunnels down here?  
 
    And if so, where did they lead?  
 
    I pressed forward, away from the closet portal, and further into this weird unknown world. 
 
    After walking for a minute, I could feel a slight breeze in the dungeon, so I headed in the direction from which it came, because I figured that would at least show me how to get out. 
 
    The air started to become cooler, and I finally found a tight spiral staircase carved right into the stone on the other side of this large underground room. I hurried my way up the steps until the air opened up around me, and I found myself in a relatively empty wooden cabin. The entrance to the cellar itself was concealed by an old wooden trapdoor similar to farmhouse-style tornado hatches. The huge metal hinges were rusted red, and the wood itself was covered in patches of dank green moss, but I was still glad I had something to cover the entrance to my portal. 
 
    I quickly looked around and inspected my dusty surroundings. There was a fireplace on one side of the main cabin room, but it had no fire or even old ashes in the hearth, so I figured the place was most likely abandoned. 
 
    Definitely, considering the thick layer of dust that covered the place. 
 
    I saw a few wooden structures that resembled coat racks, but they also were empty of anything interesting. There was also an old wooden table and one or two rickety-looking chairs, but other than that, the little cabin possessed zero signs of life. 
 
    I figured someone must’ve lived in this cabin at some point, and the portal between worlds was right there in the dungeon beneath, but the disarray and dust proved it had laid dormant for at least a couple years. 
 
    I slowly headed toward the door on the other side of the cabin, and I eagerly pushed my way out to see where the hell I actually was. 
 
    The little wooden hut and stone dungeon was nestled within the middle of a gorgeous forest clearing. Incredibly tall trees clawed their way up to a clear blue sky, and their branches were full of deep red and gold leaves. The forest floor already had a light carpet of orange and gold, and I realized wherever I was, fall had definitely come early. The air was crisp and light, noticeably different to any kind of New York air I’d ever breathed, and I could hear the distant chatter of birds circling and playing together somewhere high up above me as I trudged my way through the clearing. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I rubbed my temples in confusion, but to my genuine surprise, I didn’t feel any fear. I’d never particularly been a wimp, but falling through an otherworldly portal in the back of a closet into a different world Narnia-style would’ve definitely warranted some sort of panic. 
 
    Then again, I still wasn’t convinced that this wasn’t a dream, so maybe there really wasn’t anything to be scared of.  
 
    My initial shock had given way to a mildly confusing calm, and I wandered through the idyllic forest with a slight smile pulling at the corners of my mouth. The trees were lush, the sky was clear, and the air had a refreshing chill to it. It almost felt like home. 
 
    Until I heard an almighty fucking roar. 
 
    My heart jumped in my throat, which made my breath hitch, and I froze. The birds above me squawked in protest at the intrusive sound and scattered from the trees, and I could suddenly hear my blood pumping in my ears. 
 
    Then another roar sounded through the forest, and I realized, with an impending sense of sheer dread, that it didn’t sound like it belonged to any sort of animal I’d ever heard of. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    I’d walked a fair ways from the wooden cabin with the dungeon and the closet portal, and I pulled myself out of my frozen trance to move further down the slope I’d found myself on. I grabbed at a tree branch to steady my hasty shuffling, and my sneakers skidded on the dewy leaves beneath my feet, until finally I broke free from the tree line and found myself on the bank of a small river. 
 
    The stream rolled and bubbled happily along in its current, with crystal clear waters and thin disk-shaped gray stones beneath the steady ripples, and it was probably clear enough to drink from. 
 
    Or, it would’ve been, if it hadn’t been for the gigantic creature that had waded ankle-deep out into the water. 
 
    It let out another thunderous bellow, as if to confirm my fears, and I even found myself nodding in reply to its deafening shout, as if to say to myself yes, it was in fact the hideous creature that had made those sounds I’d heard before. 
 
    It was an ugly thing, with mottled greenish-gray skin that gleamed unattractively in the sunlight and made it look like it had been submerged in water for years. The creature stood at least seven feet tall, and though it was humanoid, it was definitely nothing I would ever find in the human world. His brow was massive and furrowed like a caveman’s, and his nose was huge, round, and squashed flat against his ugly face. It kind of looked like the trolls I’d seen in video games and fantasy books. The troll-creature also had tiny little black eyes, almost hidden beneath folds of greasy gray skin, but they honed in on me almost instantly. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    We sized each other up for a split second, and the gigantic troll-thing glared at me with sheer hatred in his beady black eyes. I’d frozen again the moment I’d laid eyes on the creature, with my hand gripped for dear life around a jagged tree branch, until my left foot suddenly slid against the slick leaves that littered the riverbank. 
 
    The moment I moved, the spell was broken, and the troll screamed yet again. Its teeth were like mini tombstones, as gray as his skin and as brittle-looking as weathered stone, and his tongue was like a disgusting wet snake dripping with thick tendrils of saliva. 
 
    “Easy…” I murmured, and I held my hands up as the creature’s deafening roar reverberated through the forest behind me. 
 
    At the sound of my voice, the troll growled deep in the cavern of his chest, and he huffed out through his nose as his little black eyes stared at me. 
 
    I kept my hands up and open, in the universal sign for ‘I come in peace,’ and I even attempted to plaster a nonchalant smile on my face as I nodded encouragingly. 
 
    Just like training a skittish dog. Or a horse. Emit the emotions you want to receive. 
 
    Except, despite his caveman skull and his lack of words, my troll-like adversary was far too intelligent to be swayed by such rudimentary tactics, and he let out another furious bellow as he started to crash through the water and head straight toward me. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I yelped and immediately turned on my heel. 
 
    I bolted out of the troll’s path, and I dipped and weaved through the tree line as best as I could without slipping again on the leaves that littered the forest floor. I could hear his thunderous footsteps behind me, and I was pretty sure that if I’d had the opportunity to test the theory and placed a cup of water next to the creature, I’d have gotten a pretty impressive ‘Jurassic Park’ style water ripple. 
 
    My mind at this point was just throwing stupid pop culture references to the forefront of my thoughts, anything to ignore the fact I’d been pulled through a fucking portal in my dorm closet and into some crazy fairytale world filled with supernatural creatures hellbent on having me for lunch. 
 
    I skidded along the tree line, and every single one of my limbs scrambled to pull me further away from the gargantuan creature tearing through the water after me, until there was a sudden bend in the river. The direction of the stream turned sharply, and my own momentum had me slipping against the bank and into the water itself. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as the water hit my skin. 
 
    The water was icy cold and took my breath away as I splashed into the stream up to my knees, but I didn’t have time to grumble at the temperature. I took the opportunity to put more than just air between me and the troll, and I quickly waded through the stream toward the other side. Then I clambered up the riverbank with my chest heaving and my heart pounding against my ribcage, just as the troll rounded the same corner. 
 
    He screeched across at me in fury as he too skidded to a halt, and I knew the water wasn’t going to stop him for that long. It would just take maybe a little while longer to process in what I assumed was his pea-sized brain. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped again as I shivered in my now soaking clothes. 
 
    I looked around for something, anything, that might help me get away from this thing, and I noticed a gnarled old tree on my side of the riverbank that had almost completely upturned roots. 
 
    The thick tendrils had sprouted out from the ground and formed a miniature sort of cave, but it wasn’t the tree itself that caught my eye. 
 
    It was what was nestled beneath the canopy of roots. 
 
    There was an ornate hunter’s bow along with a leather quiver stock full of arrows. 
 
    Now, I’d never in my life taken an archery lesson, nor did I know anything about how impervious to arrows this creature was, but I figured grabbing the pointy flying things could only help my cause. I scrambled almost on my hands and knees across the riverbank toward the tree, and then I grabbed at the bow and quiver as the troll roared furiously behind me again. 
 
    Finally! 
 
    I jumped when I heard the voice in my head, and I whipped my eyes back and forth through the forest tree line as I looked for its owner. 
 
    But the troll was still on the other side of the water, and it just stood there glaring at me. Maybe it was just trying to run me out of its territory?  
 
    Or maybe it was just gearing up for a final charge that would leave me trampled into the muddy riverbank.  
 
    Unless I stopped it with. With this bow. That I didn’t know how to use. 
 
    All this time, and I get found by someone who’s never used a bow and arrow before, the voice sighed. Typical. 
 
    “Who…?” I shook my head as my heart continued to race in my chest, and the troll continued to smash his fists into the water behind me. “What is this?” 
 
    The bow, master, the female voice giggled in my mind. Just point and shoot, I’ll do my best with the rest. 
 
    Master? The fuck?  
 
    “I’m talking to a bow now?” I murmured breathlessly as I hooked the leather strap of the quiver over my chest. “Really?” 
 
    It was a beautiful weapon, made from a light wood that was almost auburn in color and polished to a high sheen. It was inlaid with intricate goldwork that looked like lace against the soft wood, and the grip was wrapped in soft and supple leather that immediately molded to the shape of my hand. 
 
    “Whoa…” I murmured as I held the bow in my hand and marveled at its even weight distribution. 
 
    I still hadn’t ever had any sort of archery training, but the bow felt somehow correct in my hand, as if it had been made for me, and I instinctively reached behind my head for one of the arrows. 
 
    I slipped one of them out from the leather quiver, and after a quick glance to make sure the troll wasn’t advancing yet, I spent a moment inspecting the arrow in my hand. The shaft was made from the same auburn-colored wood as the bow itself, and the arrowhead was made from some sort of golden-orange crystal that glimmered and shone as if it were trapped sunlight. The fletching on the end of the arrow was made from a bouquet of beautiful brown and gold bird feathers, and I slowly brought the arrow up to the bow itself. 
 
    I had no idea what I was doing, but my muscles seemed to, like they were privy to some memory I wasn’t. 
 
    A quick learner, the woman’s voice said, and I could hear the smile in her words. I’m impressed, master. 
 
    “Are you gonna help me take this thing out?” I muttered as I tentatively flexed my hand against the bow’s leather grip and steadied my footing in the wet mud. 
 
    Let’s see how well we work together, shall we? the voice in my head crooned softly. Nock your arrow and see how it feels. We don’t have long before that troll figures out he can still get to us. 
 
    Said troll was still throwing a tantrum on the other side of the stream, but it seemed to have taken a few steps forward since I last looked.  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded as I nocked the arrow I held against the bowstring. “Yeah, sure, I can do this. Never even held a bow ‘til today, but I can do this.” 
 
    Yes, you can, the voice of the bow assured me gently. I won’t let you fail, master. 
 
    An hour ago, I’d have scoffed at myself and sent my own ass packing to the psych ward. 
 
    But on my first day of college so far, I’d accidentally fallen through a magical portal, ended up in a mystical forest, and come face to face with an actual fucking troll. So, a bow that could telepathically communicate with me, impart its infinite wisdom upon me, too, and called me master was actually pretty far down on my list of unlikelihoods. 
 
    Even so, what the fuck was going on? 
 
    I was interrupted from my scattered thoughts when the ugly gray troll roared again. 
 
    “Okay,” I repeated in a steely voice as I lifted the bow up with one hand and kept the arrow steady against the string with the other. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    Breathe, the bow whispered in my thoughts. In through your nose, out through your mouth. 
 
    The voice was earnest, but excited, and whoever it belonged to sounded hot. 
 
    “I know how to breathe,” I murmured in reply as my lips brushed against the hand that held the end of the arrow. 
 
    I stared past my fingers and glared across the river at the slimy gray troll, who continued to roar steadily in frustration. 
 
    Do as I say, the voice commanded again. In through your nose, out through your mouth. 
 
    “Okay…” I said and then finally did as I was told. 
 
    I drew in a long breath through both nostrils, held it for a moment, and exhaled slowly so my breath fanned out across my hand. I immediately felt the pressure lessen in my fingers, and my grip against the leather of the bow somehow seemed even tighter, but more comfortable at the same time. 
 
    Like we were somehow connected now. 
 
    That seemed almost as unlikely as falling through a portal to a dungeon world in the back of my closet, and yet here I was, with a mystical bow in my hand. 
 
    Envision your shot. The female voice sounded almost sultry as it talked me through the process. Your command of the arrow doesn’t just stop when it leaves your fingers. You have to tell it where to go. 
 
    “Uh-huh…” My own voice became husky as I honed my gaze on the troll’s ugly gray face, and I lined it up against where my fingers held onto the bow. “I understand.” 
 
    I knew you would, master, the voice said happily. Now, take another breath, bring your elbow up, and then release. All in one fluid motion. 
 
    “Tell the arrow where to go,” I muttered with my lips pressed against the side of my hand. “Right.” 
 
    I took a long breath, brought my elbow up, and then let the arrow fly. 
 
    It sailed through the air with an almost electrical fizz, as fast as a bullet from a gun, and made almost immediate contact with my target. 
 
    Except my aim was ever so slightly off.  
 
    The arrowhead sunk into the fleshy folds of the troll’s neck, on the left side just below the mound of skin that could barely be called an ear. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. “I missed.” 
 
    Only by a margin, the voice replied. You did great. Except… 
 
    “Except now I’ve really pissed him off,” I groaned as I dropped my arms with the bow still firmly in one hand. 
 
    The troll suddenly began to beat at his chest, and his balled-up fists made sickeningly wet smacking sounds as he punched his massive pectoral muscles. Then I watched in horror as he ripped my arrow out of his neck in a hot spray of blood. He threw the broken arrow, which looked almost comically like a toothpick between his fat fingers, into the rippling waters below and then bellowed at me as he took one thunderous step forward. 
 
    He’s realized he can cross the river to get to you, the voice in my mind said helpfully. You need cover, master. 
 
    “There is no cover!” I shouted and spread my arms. “We’re on a freakin’ riverbank!” 
 
    When was the last time you climbed a tree? the voice asked. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the trees that lined the river. They were satisfyingly huge, with massive twisted limbs and boughs thicker than my entire body, and I let out a whistle as I inspected the one with the upturned roots. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m climbing one now,” I muttered as I slung the bow’s string across my shoulders, hooked it onto my back, and hauled myself up onto the root canopy. 
 
    You’ll need a good height difference, if you want an advantage, the voice said cheerfully. 
 
    “Talkin’ about height differences…” I grunted under my breath as I wedged my left foot into a helpful knot and used my upper body strength to clamber up to the first row of branches. “I’m six-foot-two…” 
 
    But that troll is easily over seven, the voice countered. I’m just being realistic. 
 
    “Realistic.” I huffed out a laugh as I continued to clamber up the tree branches. “Nothing about this scenario is realistic.” 
 
    You can still do it, master, the voice replied, and I fought back an involuntary smile. 
 
    “Just you watch,” I muttered as I straddled a particularly wide branch and shifted my weight back. “I’m gonna impress the shit out of you.” 
 
    I wholeheartedly hope that you do, she giggled in my ear. 
 
    God, now I was flirting with the voice in my head. In my defense, though, she did sound super sexy. 
 
    The troll finally thundered his way through the stream as I clambered through the tree branches, and as I settled my weight back, he skidded to a halt at the foot of my tree with his beady black eyes glinting in fury. He roared again and clawed at the tree trunk, as if he was trying to physically pull the tree down with his bare hands, and I grimaced as his long, yellowed fingernails ripped out long ribbons of bark. 
 
    “I can hit him point-blank from here,” I said as I reached behind my head and pulled another arrow out of the leather quiver on my back. 
 
    Don’t aim for the head. Their skulls are too thick to pierce with these normal arrowheads. You had the right idea to begin with. 
 
    “Go for the jugular?” I grinned. 
 
    In a manner of speaking, my bow replied in my mind. You need it to go all the way through, because then he’ll yank it back out. 
 
    “And that’s what’ll kill him.” I smirked as I nocked my next arrow. “You’re really smart, you know.” 
 
    I’ve just been in more open combat than you, it seems, the bow purred in a silky smooth tone. 
 
    I started to wonder what she meant by that. She’d called me ‘master,’ so did that mean she’d had previous owners? Had she been some sort of warrior? 
 
    I made a mental note to ask at a later time, just out of sheer curiosity, because for the millionth time that afternoon… What the hell kinda weird video game world had I somehow found myself in? 
 
    “Alright, alright.” I grinned as I brought the bow up to my face and cocked my elbow up. “Okay. Aim for the throat.” 
 
    Wait ‘til he roars, she suddenly said. He tilts his head back when he does. 
 
    “Your intelligence is my favorite thing about you,” I muttered against my hand as I aimed. 
 
    If only you knew, the voice said, and it was an odd mixture of sadness and flirtation. 
 
    I didn’t have time to decipher her meaning, though, because the troll that clawed angrily at the tree beneath us had just taken a huge breath into his gigantic chest. 
 
    The bow’s voice was absolutely right, and as the disgusting creature let out a long, chest-rattling roar that made saliva fly from his tombstone-looking teeth, I took a deep breath of my own. 
 
    In through the nose, out through the mouth, and focus on where I wanted the arrow to go. 
 
    The projectile erupted from the bowstring with a deadly hiss, and the arrowhead sank right into the blubbery flesh of the troll’s neck like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    I even heard it pop out the other side with a gross, squishy sound, and I whooped from my spot in the tree’s branches. 
 
    “Direct hit!” I cackled with satisfaction. “What d’you think of that?” 
 
    You did amazingly, master, the voice cooed in reply. 
 
    There was that ‘master’ again. It was like I’d rubbed a bottle for a genie, except I’d gotten a really hot-sounding bow and arrow set. 
 
    I watched with morbid satisfaction as the troll gurgled against the sudden intrusion in his neck, and when he finally opened his mouth in a silent shout, the tombstone teeth inside his head had been dyed a deep red. His blood foamed with saliva and dribbled past his gray lips, and his little black eyes suddenly became wide with panic. 
 
    The troll instinctively reached a hand up, grabbed the spindly shaft of the arrow, and yanked it forward. 
 
    The poor brute succeeded in what he’d planned, but he also sealed his own fate, because the jagged edges of the amber-colored arrowhead tore his throat apart on its exit in a grotesque spray. He swayed for a moment, gurgled again, and then collapsed against the tree trunk in a pathetic slump as his heart eventually pumped the blood out of him and stopped. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped as I looked down at the weapon in my hands. 
 
    Good job, master, my bow commended me. 
 
    “We make a good team, huh?” I grinned widely as I started to shimmy my way back down the tree trunk. “I should probably collect those arrows before they get washed away in the river or lost in the underbrush.” 
 
    Not necessary, master, the voice of the bow giggled. I can replenish your quiver with fresh arrows.  
 
    “Oh.” I grinned. “Well, thank you. Saves me having to collect them.” 
 
    The arrows you fired at the troll are probably broken anyway, the voice said with another chuckle. 
 
    “You think this big lug had anything of worth on him?” I wondered as I stared at the collapsed body of the troll at the foot of the tree. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure what the fuck was going on, but in almost every fantasy video game I played or book I read, the victor of the battle was able to loot their defeated opponents.  
 
    Certainly doesn’t hurt to check. The bow’s bright voice conjured up the image of a smile. You deserve some sort of reward for that endeavor. 
 
    “I’m glad I lived up to your expectations,” I chuckled as I hopped down onto the riverbank beside the troll’s corpse. 
 
    Quite fucking thankfully, the creature had worn some sort of disgusting loincloth to protect his modesty, and attached to the waistband of the grimy material was a small drawstring pouch that looked like something he’d stolen and kept for himself as a trinket. 
 
    I pulled the drawstrings with baited breath, and then I whistled as several large nuggets of solid gold tumbled out into the palm of my hand. 
 
    “Nice.” I grinned. “Hey, I can pawn this off, too.” 
 
    You can do what with it? the voice in my mind asked curiously as I pocketed the gold as my prize. 
 
    “I can take it to a pawnshop and change it up for cash,” I snickered. “And here I thought I’d have to find a job at college.” 
 
    What’s a pawnshop? the voice asked again. And what’s a college? 
 
    I faltered where I stood for a moment, with a dead troll at my feet, a voice in my head, and a handful of gold nuggets. 
 
    What the hell had just happened to me? 
 
    How the hell was any of this real? I now knew it couldn’t be a dream, because I was actually shivering in my wet clothes, and the palms of my hands stung with tiny cuts from hauling myself up the tree. 
 
    So all this had to be real. It had to be.  
 
    Then a thought drew me up short.  
 
    If that portal suddenly just appeared in my closet, could it disappear just as suddenly?  
 
    I took off at a dead sprint and splashed my way through the river, and I ignored the sudden cold of the water and the way that my heartbeat stammered haphazardly in my chest. 
 
    Hey, what’s wrong? the voice attached to the bow demanded, but I just continued to run full pelt back toward the dungeon that housed the portal without bothering to answer her. 
 
    I could feel my chest tighten, and the panic started to bubble and spread beneath my skin the closer I got to the little wooden cabin in the forest clearing. 
 
    I was hellbent on getting back to reality, and if another troll crossed my path right now, god fucking help it. 
 
    Are you okay, master? I heard the voice in my head ask me, and I closed my eyes against it as I stumbled through the cabin door. 
 
    Down, head downstairs. Toward the cellar. 
 
    I clattered down the tight spiral staircase and back into the cool confines of the stone room beneath the ground, and I let out a strangled breath that might’ve been either a laugh or a sob when I finally saw the old closet in the corner, with its door still slightly ajar. 
 
    I yanked the door open and pushed my way through the shimmering golden portal until suddenly, I was gasping for breath with my nose pressed against the light gray carpet of my college dorm bedroom. 
 
    I’d made it back again. 
 
    I let the panic come to a head the moment I knew that I was safe, and I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my nose harder against the carpet, desperate to feel the reality of it. 
 
    “Hey, I asked if you’re okay?” the bow huffed, and I could hear the worry in her strained voice. 
 
    “I’m okay…” I gasped into the floor. “I just… Hey, what--” 
 
    I ripped my head up from the ground and stared. 
 
    I no longer had the bow and quiver of arrows on my back, and the soft female voice was no longer in my head. I hadn’t brought the weapon back to my college dorm room at all. 
 
    Somehow, the bow and arrows had transformed into a beautiful woman the moment I’d collapsed through the portal in my closet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    “Whoa!”  
 
    I scrambled against the scratchy gray fabric of my dorm room carpet, and the woman on the floor beside me grimaced at my reaction, though not out of fear. The expression on her face seemed more exasperated than anything else, but she still wore a slight smile on her beautiful face. 
 
    “Hi, master.” Her voice was soft, and I just stared at her in disbelief as she tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Your voice…” I muttered in shock when I suddenly realized. 
 
    “Yeah…” The woman just nodded slightly and shifted her weight until she sat across from me with her legs crossed. 
 
    “You’re the… The voice in my head, from the bow and arrows, and… Oh, shit! There was a fucking troll, even, what the hell is happening right now…?” I rubbed at my temples and suddenly felt exhausted as a long, shuddering groan escaped my lips, and the residual panic threatened to take over again. 
 
    “In through the nose,” the woman said in the same calm voice I’d first heard in my mind. “Out through the mouth.” 
 
    I dutifully followed her instruction again and immediately found it helped. I focused on my breathing, and then I locked eyes with the gorgeous woman that had tumbled through the portal with me and back into my world. 
 
    Her hair was long, with ends that skimmed the small of her back, and natural waves and curls tumbled about her heart-shaped face. It was a beautiful shade of burnt auburn, like every color of the fall, and I suddenly realized it was almost the exact color of the wood that the bow had been made from. Every strand caught the light spilling in through the still open window of my room like shiny metal, and I just stared at her in awe. 
 
    The woman also had pale gray eyes, so light they almost didn’t hold any color at all, and they were big and round as she continued to study me. 
 
    Her skin was covered in light freckles, and she had high cheekbones and plump, rosy-pink lips that looked unfairly inviting in the way they were turned up in an absentminded smile. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked after a moment. 
 
    “I think so,” I muttered as I ran my fingers through my hair. “You… I thought I was going crazy, hearing voices in my head…” 
 
    “You’re not crazy, master,” the redhead chuckled. “Although, I can see why you’d think that.” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me master?” I suddenly asked.  
 
    “Because that’s what you are.” She grinned knowingly. “I haven’t been wielded in so long, I’d almost forgotten how much fun it can be.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” I wondered. 
 
    “You can call me Amber.” The redhead’s smile widened at my question. 
 
    “So, when you’re not… Y’know…” I helplessly gestured to her with both hands. “When you’re not a wooden bow, you’re… This?” 
 
    “A woman?” she suggested in the same casually flirtatious tone I’d heard her use before. “That’s right. Although, it’s been even longer since I’ve been one of those, I guess.” 
 
    She quickly scrambled to her feet and stretched her limbs out. I slumped on the floor as I watched her inspect her outstretched fingertips with the exact same level of excitement as Ariel the mermaid had when she first felt her legs, and I just stared incredulously up at her. 
 
    She was dressed in a raw leather dress that clung to her frame like a second skin. Her ample breasts bulged against the material, and it was cut so short I could appreciate her long, lean legs and pert ass. She had leather boots on her feet that laced all the way up to her knees, and a simple gold chain around her slender neck, and when she caught me looking, she immediately did a twirl. 
 
    “What do you think?” Amber asked with a giggle. “Pretty good for a wooden bow, huh?” 
 
    “I’d say so…” I muttered and then shook my head in disbelief. “But hang on, how is any of this even possible? There’s a-- a portal in the back of my closet, and you’re from a different world, one with trolls apparently, and you can shapeshift into a weapon?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, master, most of those questions I can’t answer,” she admitted with a slight hint of frustration, and the way she scrunched her nose up was adorable. “Like I said, I haven’t been wielded for gods only know how long. The portal, I have absolutely no idea.”  
 
    “So, you’ve had other masters?” I asked. “How come you were just left under that tree by the river, what happened to your last one?” 
 
    “Of that, I’m not entirely sure,” she sighed heavily. “My memory fades when it’s been so long. Time ends up blurring together a little, and I’m not even sure actually how long it’s been since I’ve even… Spoken to anyone, let alone been wielded…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I muttered. “That can’t be much fun. But you say wielded… That still means stuck in the form of a bow, right? So how come you’re human right now?” 
 
    “I have no idea. The magic I’m cursed with… I don’t feel it here.” Amber scrunched up her face as she tried to explain something that really neither one of us truly understood. 
 
    “Magic?” I raised an eyebrow. “We don’t have magic here.” 
 
    “Well, then, that explains it,” Amber suddenly said, and her face lit up with excitement. “Though I have no idea where you’ve brought me. Your world is… very bright. Why are the walls so white?” 
 
    “That’s just college accommodation for you,” I snickered with a hint of hysteria, because what the fuck was happening right now? “You wait ‘til I show you the concrete jungle out there.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that sounds appealing or not.” Amber matched my grin and put her hands on her shapely hips. “Anything with you sounds like an adventure, master. I know what a jungle is, but what in all the gods’ names is concrete? 
 
    “Uhh…” I huffed out another laugh and then shrugged. “It’s kinda hard to describe. It’s a liquid rock that hardens. It’s what most buildings and roads and infrastructure are built with.” 
 
    “And college?” Amber asked eagerly, as if she were starved and every new bit of information about my world was like a bite of food. “What’s a college?” 
 
    “This.” I gestured helplessly with my hand and grinned. “It’s where we study. So we can get decent jobs.” 
 
    “Study?” Amber eyed me almost suspiciously. “Like at a guild?” 
 
    “I mean… Kinda, I guess,” I replied with a huff of laughter. “Everyone studies as kids, and then we choose to study more.” 
 
    “That sounds… Boring,” Amber said, and then she gasped and slapped her hand across her mouth as her eyes widened. “Not that you sound boring, master. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “None taken,” I chuckled as I watched her whisper through her fingers. “I mean, you’re sorta right in all fairness. But the city… You’ll fall in love with it. Everybody does.” 
 
    “Fall in love?” Amber asked, and the way her big round eyes blinked earnestly up at me made my stomach twist into a knot. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you be the judge of that.” I couldn’t help the playful flirtation in my voice, and the way I’d interacted with Amber in my head filtered through into real life almost seamlessly. “But New York is one of the best cities in the world.” 
 
    “New York?” Amber’s nose scrunched up again as she spoke the unfamiliar words. “That’s the name of your settlement?” 
 
    “I mean, kinda.” I shrugged. “Although, if we’re getting technical, we’re in Brooklyn. Plus settlement is a bit of an understatement. You’ll see.” 
 
    There was a sudden knock at the door, and both Amber and I froze. 
 
    “Dude?” I heard my metalhead neighbor’s voice on the other side of the door. “Me and Honey are gonna grab some food before we go to this party, if you’re game?” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought about how long I’d been in whatever alternate reality the portal in my closet led me to, but time apparently didn’t pass in the same way it did in the real world. It had felt like I’d been in Amber’s reality for almost an entire day, especially after that troll battle, but in my world my new buddy was still asking me to head to a frat party with him as if it’d only been an hour or two since I’d agreed to go. 
 
    Part of me wanted to talk to Amber more and figure out what the hell was going on with this portal in my closet, but another part of me had never been on a date with a woman as stunningly beautiful as her. 
 
    “Uhhh, just give me a minute!” I called out to my friend, and I cringed at the tone of my voice. 
 
    Aron must’ve sensed it, too, because he barreled in through my bedroom door regardless with a wide grin on his face, but then he stopped in his tracks when he spotted Amber. 
 
    She just waved at him and then nudged me with her elbow. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Amber whispered up at me. 
 
    “My friend, Aron,” I quickly explained with a tight smile. “Aron, this is Amber.” 
 
    “Hi, Amber.” The curly-haired metalhead greeted her with a genial smile before he fixed me with a raised eyebrow and a frown. “How the hell did you get a girl back here so fast?” 
 
    “Uhhh…” Shit, now I really needed to think on my feet. Although, I appreciated Aron’s assumption that I had the ability to score a college girl so quickly. 
 
    “Hey, Honey!” Aron suddenly called out over his shoulder. “Come check this out!” 
 
    I held in a groan as my other friend poked her head around the door frame. 
 
    “No way,” the petite blonde girl snickered. “James the nerd has scored a girl before me?” 
 
    “Ha, ha, pipe down, both of you.” I chuckled and shook my head. “Amber is… Uhh, Amber is my girlfriend, she got accepted here, too. She’s why I decided to come here in the first place.” 
 
    I faltered with the lie until it started to taste true, and I just nodded with silent encouragement as Amber looked up at me curiously. 
 
    She seemed to get the message, though, and she looped her arm through mine with a wide grin and nodded silently along. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Amber.” Honey winked at the redhead who immediately blushed. “Are you coming with us to the party?” 
 
    “I’d be honored.” Amber’s freckled cheeks blushed a beautiful shade of pink, but then she frowned. “But I don’t have a gown.”  
 
    “Oh, I think you’re dressed just fine,” Honey assured her, and she smirked as she glanced at her knee-high boots and tan-colored tight fitting leather dress. “It’s very avant-garde, typical New York attire, you’ll fit in just fine.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said softly to the redhead. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “Of course I trust you, master.” Amber’s pale eyes glittered as she returned my grin. 
 
    “My name is James,” I reminded her in a low voice with a smirk pulling at my lips. “People might raise eyebrows at you calling me ‘master.’” 
 
    “Really?” Amber giggled. “Why? I belong to you.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll explain one day.” I chuckled, and then I gestured for her to follow me toward the door. “C’mon, we’d better go.” 
 
    My two friends walked out of my room first, so I quickly grabbed the pouch I’d stolen from the river troll and shook three of the thick gold nuggets out into the palm of my hand.  
 
    I knew there was a pawnshop pretty close nearby, and I wondered how much the going rate for gold was as I pocketed the nuggets with an excited grin on my face. Then I hid the pouch under my mattress. I double-checked the lock on my dorm an extra time to make sure no one could get in, and then we all walked out of the building.  
 
    It was late in the afternoon as we walked across the quad, but the sun was still warm in the sky. Fall in New York was always great, but the day was particularly warm, with a couple of wispy white clouds in an otherwise totally blue sky and a soft breeze that carried the sounds of students still moving into their dormitories across the campus. 
 
    The air around the college was full of different types of music being blasted from different dorm room windows, as well as shouts and laughter from old and new friends. 
 
    “You guys know where you wanna eat?” I asked our group as we headed past the wrought-iron gates of the campus and out onto the constantly bustling streets of downtown Brooklyn. 
 
    Amber’s pale eyes became as wide as saucers as she took in her new surroundings, and I realized my concrete jungle quote was probably incredibly accurate for her.  
 
    I hadn’t explored a great deal of her world, but just judging from the rudimentary wood cabin I’d emerged from, as well as the fact ancient-looking trolls roamed the lands freely, I figured the concept of skyscrapers and cars and everything else that seemed totally normal to me would be close to freaking her out. 
 
    I instinctively grabbed Amber’s hand, and her eyes immediately found mine as I touched her. She shot me a small smile, and I could tell that her tension relaxed the moment I squeezed her fingers. 
 
    “Hey, I need to buy some smokes, and there’s a really hot girl that works in the bodega on fifth,” Aron suddenly piped up as he lit his last cigarette and exhaled a light plume of smoke. 
 
    “Hot girl?” Honey grinned. “Say less, I’ll come with.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you guys there,” I told my two friends as I kept my fingers entwined with Amber’s. “I just gotta change something up at the pawnshop a few blocks up.” 
 
    “Pawnshop?” Honey raised her eyebrow at me. “What fine goods are you trading in exactly?” 
 
    I had to stop the smirk from pulling at the corners of my mouth at the thought of the three thick gold nuggets that were currently burning a hole in my pocket. 
 
    “Nothing interesting,” I lied, but my smile definitely started to give me away. “My mom had found some old jewelry before I left and gave it to me as a pocket money fund.” 
 
    “So pizza’s on you, then?” Aron chuckled as he took another long drag on his smoke. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “We’ll catch up with you,” I promised the two of them. “Besides, I desperately wanna see Aron’s flirting skills.” 
 
    “Trust me, buddy,” Aron snorted suddenly. “No one wants to see that.” 
 
    Amber and I left my two friends and started to walk in the opposite direction away from campus. 
 
    “What is a… pawnshop?” Amber asked as soon as we were out of earshot. 
 
    “It’s a place where you can sell things for money,” I explained as we walked through the streets of Brooklyn hand in hand. “I only grabbed a few of the gold nuggets before we left, but I wanted to see how much money I could get for them. I didn’t wanna risk getting mugged for the whole lot, but I don’t know how much gold is worth right now, and I figured it’s definitely worth checking out.” 
 
    “You already have the gold, and yet it isn’t worth anything until it’s traded for different money?” Amber said as her nose wrinkled in confusion. “Why does your world have so many rules around things?” 
 
    “I’ve asked myself that more times than I can remember,” I admitted with a laugh, and I looped an arm around her shoulders as the sudden excitement started to sink in. “I hope we get a good deal.” 
 
    I’d never had more than a couple hundred dollars in my account, and I definitely wasn’t privy to how gold and jewelry trades worked, but I figured, if the troll’s little pouch of gold nuggets was legit, then I could make myself a decent amount. 
 
    Which meant I could dive back into Amber’s world and make myself stinking rich. 
 
    The shop front was dusty and pretty nondescript, but the thing that really caught my eye was the blinking neon sign that proclaimed ‘WE BUY GOLD!’ and I grinned widely as Amber stared at the shining light. 
 
    “It’s so bright!” she whispered in awe. “And you say you don’t have magic in your world.” 
 
    “I guess this is our version of it.” I nodded with another laugh. “Technology is our magic. Huh. I never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “The lights are brighter than any flame I’ve ever seen, and the metal carriages that power themselves are so loud, and it’s so busy…” Amber sighed. “There’s definitely magic here, just not a kind I’ve ever been familiar with.” 
 
    “Wait ‘til you see the numbers in my bank account change,” I laughed as I guided Amber through the door of the pawnshop. 
 
    It smelled like stale sweat with a metallic twang that could’ve been old blood or old jewelry, it was hard to tell. The cases haphazardly littered across the shop floor were sort of musty, and the glass looked like it hadn’t been completely clear in a good couple years. 
 
    As I approached the counter, a withered old man who couldn’t have been any younger than seventy-five fixed me with a steady stare. His skin looked like a lizard’s, and it was artificially tanned to within an inch of its life, which made the off-white of his shirt even more glaringly obvious. 
 
    He had a thin silver chain around his neck as well as a massive signet ring on his left hand, and he studied me through thick-framed spectacles whose glass was at least a half-inch thick. 
 
    “Hi.” I smiled at him with anticipation suddenly racing around my veins. 
 
    “What can I do you for, son?” the old man asked in a flat voice. 
 
    Without a word, I pulled the three gold nuggets out of my jeans pocket and gently placed them on the glass counter between us. Amber’s eyes flitted between the scene like she was watching a game of tennis, and I just cleared my throat and smiled again. 
 
    “I’d like to sell these,” I told him with a fake air of confidence. 
 
    I had no idea how much I’d get for the satisfyingly thick otherworldly nuggets, but I wanted to seem like I had some sort of clue as to how this all worked. 
 
    The old man with the chain just raised an eyebrow in silence and scooped the nuggets off the weathered glass countertop to inspect them. 
 
    After a moment, he hummed in interest. 
 
    “I’ve not seen nuggets like this in a long time,” the teller said with his voice still void of emotion. “Let me test ‘em real quick.” 
 
    The old man bent down beneath the counter and pulled out a black slab of stone as well as a little glass bottle with a squeeze stopper in the lid, and I felt myself subconsciously shifting my weight from foot to foot as the clerk worked at a damn snail’s pace. 
 
    I watched eagerly as he rubbed one of the gold nuggets vigorously against the black stone, until a slight golden mark remained on the slab. The teller hummed to himself and gently set the gold piece back down with the others, and I had to stop the groan from escaping my mouth. 
 
    “Does that mean it’s satisfactory?” I asked quickly and nodded to the golden mark left on the black stone. 
 
    “Not quite yet,” the old man muttered. “Next, we apply the nitric acid.” 
 
    “What does that do?” Amber asked curiously, and I noticed she’d been watching the old man work with as much excitement as me. 
 
    “If there’s a strong reaction, it’s not gonna be worth much,” the teller murmured as he used the squeeze top to sucker up some acid into the stem. “If there’s no reaction at all, this suggests purity.” 
 
    “Okay, do the test,” I replied, and I bit my lip. 
 
    That sounded far too much like a demand, and the old guy just slowly raised his eyes to stare at me above the thick black frames of his eyeglasses. 
 
    Without a word, he turned his attention back to the black stone slab, and then he let a few drops of acid fall onto the golden mark that was still there. 
 
    It felt as though the three of us held our breath as we watched the liquid splatter against the stone, and after a few seconds of absolutely nothing, a wide grin split my face. 
 
    “No reaction.” I huffed out a laugh. “So it’s pure?” 
 
    The old man just raised an eyebrow, nodded, and then pulled a completely old-school set of scales and weights out from under the counter. 
 
    He placed all three of my gold nuggets on one side, the counterweight on the other, and huffed again. 
 
    “Six ounces,” he said with a nod, and he looked up at me as he adjusted his spectacles. “I’ll give you eight thousand for the lot.” 
 
    “E-Eight?” I stuttered as my breath hitched in my throat. 
 
    Eight thousand dollars? I’d never seen more than eight hundred in my account, and this guy was just gonna casually offer me eight grand? 
 
    I cleared my throat and folded my arms across my chest, and Amber continued to watch the exchange between the two of us with intense curiosity. 
 
    “Is that the, ahh, the best you can do?” I asked him in a nonchalant tone. 
 
    I had no fucking idea whether you bartered at pawnshops, and I had no idea whether I was dreaming or not about this entire exchange, but the old man fixed me with another steady look before he sniffed hugely. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do ten considering its purity.” The pawnshop teller shrugged. “Cash or bank transfer?” 
 
    “Bank transfer would be fine,” I said in a strained voice as I fought to keep my words casual. 
 
    But inside I was fucking breakdancing. 
 
    I’d fallen into some mad otherworld, where I’d fought and killed a troll with the help of a beautiful woman trapped inside of a mystical bow and arrow set, and now I was back in Brooklyn with ten thousand dollars about to be wire transferred to my bank account. 
 
    I had to physically stop myself from punching my fists into the air as if I were in a John Hughes movie. 
 
    Life was awesome.

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Amber and I left the pawnshop when the transaction was complete, and the moment the heavy glass door slid shut behind me, I let out a huge laugh that I felt like I’d held in for hours. 
 
    “So…” Amber turned to me with a confused giggle. “Ten thousand is a good amount in your world, I take it?” 
 
    “And that was just for the three nuggets!” I laughed maniacally. “Your world is gonna make us rich, Amber. We can get an apartment, and we can go shopping, and I can… I can…” 
 
    I sighed happily, and I looped an arm around her shoulder as we walked toward the bodega on fifth Aron had mentioned. 
 
    “I can give you a life,” I continued. “A good one, not one where you’re trapped inside of a bow and arrow constantly. If you’d like it.” 
 
    “Of course I would!” Amber sighed and leaned into me. 
 
    We met up with my two friends outside the bodega, where Aron had scored nothing but a carton of cigarettes and a can of Coke, and the two of them studied me with odd expressions as I approached with Amber. 
 
    “What’s got you smiling so much?” Honey asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Ahh, just the sweet smell of money in the evening, ya know?” I smirked. “You guys still hungry?” 
 
    “I was thinking we could wander ‘til we found somewhere that smells good.” Honey shrugged. “I mean, I’m from the Midwest, so I’d be happy with a hotdog stand.” 
 
    “Aron?” I prompted. 
 
    The guitarist still wore a long-sleeved Megadeth shirt as well as a heavily studded leather jacket, despite the warmth in the air, and he just shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “I’m a garbage can, I’ll eat anything,” he said happily. “Although, hotdogs do kinda sound fun for our first meal in New York.” 
 
    I suddenly came to the realization that my new friends weren’t born and bred Brooklynites like me, and a grin formed on my face as Amber looped her other arm through mine while we loitered outside the campus gates. 
 
    “Nope, I’m taking us to my favorite pizza place,” I told them excitedly. “Domenico’s is the only place to go, and it’s only a few blocks from here.” 
 
    Both Aron and Honey made enthusiastic noises of agreement as I led the way, and then Amber pulled slightly at my arm. 
 
    “Pizza?” she whispered curiously as we walked slightly ahead of the other two. 
 
    I almost froze in my tracks and had to force myself to act normal. 
 
    She’d never had fucking pizza. 
 
    “You’ll love it,” I quickly assured her with a wide smile. “I promise.” 
 
    “If you say so, master,” Amber said and happily leaned into me as we walked. 
 
    Aron and Honey had fallen in line with us at that point, and Honey nudged my shoulder with her own until I glanced down at her. 
 
    She just mouthed the word ‘master?’ at me with a pointedly raised eyebrow, and my face heated up as I lightly shoved her back and fought the grin on my face. 
 
    It somehow felt completely normal for me to have Amber on my arm. A couple hours ago, even the thought of hooking up with a girl, let alone being one’s master, was so completely out of my first day checklist. 
 
    Granted, the frat party might’ve changed that thought process, but it didn’t feel odd at all to walk hand in hand with a woman I’d somehow rescued from another dimension, in which she took the form of a hunter’s bow. 
 
    I decided not to question it too much and just enjoy it for what it was. 
 
    I felt inexplicably connected to the auburn-haired woman, and the sensation was apparently completely mutual, so I allowed myself the constant grin on my face as the four of us walked through downtown Brooklyn to get to my favorite pizza place. 
 
    Domenico’s was the only place I bothered getting pizza from, unless I made the ungodly trip into Manhattan, and then I’d just settle for dollar slices. But the restaurant I led my new friends to was the best in the city-- a hill on which I’d die on-- and it had been owned by the same small stocky Sicilian guy for however many years it’d been since my mom and I first found the place.  
 
    The moment the little bell above the door jingled, I heard Amber’s sharp intake of breath. 
 
    “Is this like a tavern?” she asked me in a hushed voice as her eyes took in the pizza shop. 
 
    “Restaurant,” I corrected her with a rueful smile. “We pay to eat here.” 
 
    “You mean, James pays,” Honey said with a grin of her own. “Right?” 
 
    “If I can’t treat beautiful women to some food, then I’m doing something wrong,” I replied to my friend with a smirk and then cleared my throat. “Uhh, Aron can buy his own, though.” 
 
    “Hey!” My long-haired buddy pouted jokingly. “Don’t I deserve to be treated, too?” 
 
    The server behind the polished wooden counter greeted me with a familiar smile as the four of us entered the place. 
 
    “Hey, we haven’t seen you in forever!” he said in a booming voice. 
 
    “It’s barely been a week,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s forever!” The server just shrugged and laughed loudly. “Four of you?” 
 
    He seated us at the same booth I always sat in and diligently handed the four of us menu. 
 
    “Whoa…” Amber murmured as she glanced at the leather-bound menu. “The devil?” 
 
    “Diavola pizza.” I grinned. “Spicy.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” Amber wrinkled her nose again.  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Honey said across the table as she winked at me. “I like it hot. Like your James.” 
 
    Amber looked confused for a second, and I kind of felt the same way. Honey told me she was gay, but she was obviously flirting with me, so I just returned her grin. 
 
    Honey went ahead and ordered a Diavola pizza, Aron ordered a sausage calzone like a madman, and I requested a margherita with extra cheese for Amber and I to share.  
 
    Amber’s pale eyes grew wide when she saw how huge the pizzas were, and she quickly looked over to me to study my exact movements. 
 
    I picked up a long slice of cheese pizza by the crust, used my middle finger to fold it in on itself, and guided the slice into my hungry mouth like a true New Yorker. As I chewed, I watched Amber, and I couldn’t stop the smile that grew bigger and bigger the longer I watched her. 
 
    She gingerly picked up a slice with both hands, one on the crust, the other right on the point with her pinky finger sticking out, and she bit into it on the edge of the long side. I couldn’t help but huff out a laugh, but then her eyes became even wider as she chewed. 
 
    “This is so good!” she mumbled with her cheeks puffed out. “I can’t believe I’ve never had this before!” 
 
    Aron choked on his bite and looked right at Amber in sheer horror. 
 
    “What do you mean, you’ve never had this before?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve just… never had pizza.” Amber blushed, and she shot me a look as if to make sure she’d pronounced it right. “But it’s really good. It beats hard bread, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Hard bread?” Honey grimaced but then chuckled. “I don’t even wanna know.” 
 
    “Pizza is better,” Amber said decidedly, and she shot a dazzling smile at me. “James was right.” 
 
    “I told you,” I chuckled. “Best pizza place in the city.” 
 
    “It’s pretty fucking great, actually,” Honey admitted as she chewed her mouthful, but then she swallowed and placed both elbows on the table so she could lean across to Amber. “But girl, why are you eating pizza like that?” 
 
    Aron and I laughed into our food, and the four of us spent the next hour or two just eating and hanging out together. 
 
    It was weird to think how earlier in the day I’d had Amber’s soft voice in my ear teaching me how to handle her in her bow form. I’d shifted between worlds into a reality that resembled a video game, and then I’d just suddenly reappeared in my home city, in my college room, with a beautiful girl on my arm, and two new friends that felt like I’d known them for years. 
 
    Staying in Brooklyn had definitely been the right decision. 
 
    We finished our meal and then headed back toward campus. We’d accidentally spent a good couple of hours hanging out at Domenico’s because night had almost fallen completely by the time we left the pizzeria. There was only the faintest hint of sunlight on the horizon, a bright crescent moon hung large and low in the sky, and the residual warmth from the evening sun was carried on the breeze as our little group made a beeline for the Kappa Sigma house. 
 
    It was glaringly obvious that it was the first party of the semester because despite it only being about eight o’clock in the evening, the frat party was in full swing already. 
 
    The Kappa Sigma house was a hulking four-floor brownstone, with the front facing windows covered proudly in various different flags and sigils of the college fraternity. The loud music thumped like a heartbeat from within, the stoop was already littered with party stragglers, and I could see that some were slugging malt liquor from brown paper bags while others stood beneath clouds of pearly smoke with white-tipped cigarettes between their fingers. 
 
    “I meant to ask you earlier…” Amber murmured under her breath, and her grip on my hand tightened. “Are these… Are these all buildings that people live in?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is just a frat house,” I chuckled lightly. “Nothing special.” 
 
    “But it’s huge…” she murmured as her eyes traveled skyward. “And there’s just so many… All bunched in together.” 
 
    “This is only the city,” I assured her. “It gets a lot more rural. This is just a very… Busy place.” 
 
    “I’ll say…” Amber breathed as she brought her wide eyes down to meet mine. “Don’t leave me.” 
 
    “I would never.” I squeezed her hand back and then shot her a quick, reassuring smile. 
 
    “Ready up, squad!” Honey hollered above the noise. “Let’s go and find something to drink.” 
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice!” I grinned eagerly, and with Amber’s hand still gripped tightly in mine, I led the way into the booming frat house. 
 
    Inside was somehow even more chaotic than outside. There was nothing to light the place other than several bunches of haphazard string lights thrust up into the stairwell, and the living room appeared to have some sort of strobe light pumping in time to the music that hammered from a set of DJ decks standing in front of the mantel. 
 
    The place smelled of cheap perfume and wine coolers, as well as questionable clouds of smoke and the twang of sweat. It was also packed to the rafters, and we somehow managed to push past a bunch of girls that had glittery eyeshadow splashed on their cheeks like drunken tears as well as a stoner slumped against the wall with an expression that looked like he’d seen another dimension.  
 
    Finally, our little group finally made it into the kitchen. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I pulled Amber close to me so I could mutter in her ear above the thumping music. 
 
    She looked up at me with a sparkle of excitement in her pale gray eyes, and a breathless giggle escaped her shapely pink lips as she quickly nodded. 
 
    “I’m okay!” she told me as she instinctively leaned against me. “I think! It’s just so… Loud.” 
 
    “Yeah, frat parties tend to be like that.” I laughed. 
 
    “This is normal?” Amber asked and gestured helplessly at the chaos of the kitchen, where liquor bottles and red cups and ice buckets littered the island in the center. 
 
    “Pretty much,” I admitted. “College is for partying first, studying second.” 
 
    “That seems… Counterproductive.” Amber giggled. “But alcohol I know well. I used to be able to drink most of the big, loutish woodsmen under the table in the tavern back home.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that you did.” I grinned before we were interrupted by Aron’s incredulous snort. 
 
    “Woodsmen?” my long-haired friend scoffed. “Tavern? Where are you from, Amber?” 
 
    “Somewhere with a lot more green,” Amber said with a light laugh of her own, and she shot me a look to wait for a reassuring nod. “But I like it here. It’s different.” 
 
    “So you’re a small-towner like me, then?” Aron nodded understandingly as he shuffled over to the island in search of a drink. “I get it.” 
 
    “You’re doing great,” I whispered in Amber’s ear. 
 
     “It’s kinda crazy, but…” she glanced around at me with her gray eyes glinting. “Still nothing on fighting a troll in a river with you.” 
 
    “A troll?” Honey turned around with a disbelieving smile on her face. 
 
    “Ahh, video game,” I quickly explained as a bubble of panic ran up my spine. “We run raids together.” 
 
    “Right.” Amber nodded confidently, despite not having a damn clue what I was talking about and she frowned at me in panic which only made a laugh escape my mouth. 
 
    “You fucking nerds.” Honey laughed loudly and then pulled a bottle of whiskey out from behind her back with a smirk. “You’re lucky you’re both cute. Let’s drink.” 
 
    “I’m guessing ice is a long distant memory?” Aron sighed as he took the bottle. “I guess I can drink it neat, like a Neanderthal.” 
 
    “Amber?” Honey grinned across at my girl. “Whiskey?” 
 
    “I, ahh…” I faltered a little as Amber wrapped her slim fingers around the neck of the bottle. 
 
    She turned to me with a sly smirk, and for the first time since she’d fallen through that portal with me, she looked confident instead of bewildered at her environment. Then she poured herself a drink and set the bottle back down on the kitchen counter, where it immediately got scooped up by a passing frat boy who took a deep swallow and put it back down with a grin. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she took one slow step toward me, and then right as she got within touching distance, she took a long sip of whiskey, licked a stray drop from her bottom lip, and stood on the tips of her toes to mutter into my ear. 
 
    “We may be from different worlds, James from Brooklyn…” she murmured, and she was so close I could feel her soft breath against the side of my neck. “But whiskey is universal. I’ve seen people drink it before, and I’ve always wanted to… taste it.” 
 
    “That is unfairly hot,” I muttered in reply as I watched her take a step back. 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t watch this all night.” Honey threw her hands up and slugged her drink. “You guys are sickeningly adorable.” 
 
    “If I find you fucking in the bathroom when I need to pee, I’m breaking down the door,” Aron said nonchalantly, and then shot me a wink over his shoulder as he left in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Okay, so you have magic in your world, I have pizza here, and we both have whiskey… I wonder what else we have that’s universal?” I leaned against the kitchen counter as Amber ran her fingertip over the rim of her whiskey glass and looked up at me with sparkling eyes. 
 
    “Well, the more we get to know each other, the more we’ll find out.” Amber smiled at me as she took another sip of whiskey. “Your world is… Very strange. No one carries weapons for some reason, and your carriages and carts are made from metal and smell worse than a horse after a week-long trek.” 
 
    “Granted, your dimension has a slightly different version of natural beauty than New York does.” I chuckled ruefully. “But that’s not to say it can’t be beautiful in its own way. Like when the sun sets down the avenues. Or the Rockefeller tree when it’s lit up during the holidays.” 
 
    “What’s a Rockefeller tree?” Amber giggled in confusion. “I’ve not heard of those types of trees.” 
 
    “It’s not the name of the tree, it’s the name of the place where it stands,” I tried to explain, but my words were starting to get jumbled in my head the more I fought to explain my entire world to her. “I’ll show you one day. The holidays here are incredible.” 
 
    “Holidays?” Amber asked and cocked her head curiously. “Like the solstice?” 
 
    “I guess that’s kinda what it’s based off.” I nodded. “God, I don’t know how to explain everything, there’s just so much.” 
 
    “I’ll learn,” Amber said as she lifted her chin confidently. “As long as I’m with you.” 
 
    My two friends had left me alone in the kitchen with Amber, and although the room was still packed with various different pockets of people, it felt like it was just the two of us. That insatiable pull I had toward her was made stronger by the low lighting, pounding music, and warmth of the whiskey as it traveled down my throat and past my chest, and she seemed to feel the same because her eyes sparkled still, and she silently insisted on being at least within touching distance of me. 
 
    “This is normal here?” Amber asked me with a slight chuckle as we watched a meathead frat boy with sandy-blond hair and sunken eyes shotgun a beer to raucous cheers from the crowd. 
 
    “Pretty much.” I grinned in reply. “Although, frat boys are a completely different breed.” 
 
    “Frat boys?” Amber asked and cocked her head curiously. 
 
    “These guys.” I motioned to the group of them gathered around the keg, and out of the four or five that were there, only one had an actual shirt on. “The complete opposite of me.” 
 
    “I prefer you,” Amber immediately retorted, and despite it sounding like flirtation, I could see in her pale eyes she was serious. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad.” I smirked as I leaned against the kitchen counter again. “There are not many girls I rescue from different worlds that can handle a frat party so well.” 
 
    “You clearly haven’t experienced a night at the tavern when the bard’s in town.” Amber shrugged nonchalantly. “Now, that’s full of different breeds.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” I laughed as I finished my drink. “You’ll have to show me some time, but I bet you can probably drink me under the table.” 
 
    “Maybe I could have,” Amber muttered as she poured me another measure of whiskey. “Before I spent… well, I think it was a little over a decade, but again, time was strange for me. But I know I spent years trapped in… my other form.”  
 
    “A decade?” I tried to keep the surprise out of my voice, but she could definitely still hear it because her expression saddened, and she couldn’t quite make eye contact with me. 
 
    I watched as Amber fiddled with a thread on her leather dress and stared into her drink, and then she eventually just shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “You’d think that time would have less meaning, when you’re not in human form.” She sighed heavily and shook her head, so her auburn hair fell in front of her face. “But I felt every single day pass, from sunup to sundown, stuck in the same damn spot under that tree. I don’t know the exact time, but it was years.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how you ended up like that?” I asked her in a gentle voice. 
 
    “I don’t, no,” Amber murmured and then shook her hair out so she could look up at me with big round eyes. “I don’t have any memory of how I came to live with this curse. I have vague memories of my old master, but more just… Fleeting images. Like I can’t quite remember fully, just the odd thing crops up… Like whiskey.” 
 
    She trailed off with a smile, but it was still tinged with a little sadness. 
 
    “That must’ve been awful.” I sighed and instinctively placed a hand on her shoulder as a way of comfort. “To be so alone.” 
 
    Amber glanced at my hand where my fingers touched her soft skin, and a smile began to tug at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “It was.” She nodded and then brought her pale gray eyes up to meet mine. “But you were worth the wait, master.” 
 
    I felt a sudden heat in my chest as our eyes locked, and I realized just how badly I wanted to kiss her, because the moment our eyes met every single nerve ending in my body was suddenly on fucking fire. 
 
    Her lips were shaped almost like a heart, plump and the same shade of pink as the inside of a seashell, and as we silently continued to stare at each other, with the chaos of a college party raging around us, I wanted nothing more than to press my mouth up against hers and taste the whiskey on her tongue. 
 
    Amber could definitely sense my desire for her, because the slight smile turned into a full-blown smirk, and I was about to make a heavily flirtatious reply when I was suddenly interrupted by a loud and drunken voice. 
 
    “Now, how the fuck have I never seen you around before, gorgeous?” A shirtless guy with a backwards baseball cap suddenly had an arm around Amber, and his hooded eyes couldn’t tear themselves away from the admittedly enticing sight of her cleavage. 
 
    She just grimaced as he leaned down to speak to her, and a sudden red rage ignited in my chest at the sight of his mouth so close to her neck. 
 
    “Back off, buddy,” I warned him. 
 
    The frat boy blinked slowly and eventually turned to face me with a smarmy grin on his drunken face, still with his arm clasped tightly around Amber’s waist. 
 
    “Or what, first year?” he snickered as he took a long drink of beer from the red plastic cup in his free hand. 
 
    “I said back off,” I repeated again in as calm a voice as I could muster. 
 
    I suddenly realized most occupants of the frat house kitchen had eyes on us as the shirtless guy stared me down, and I didn’t particularly feel like getting into a fight at my first party of the semester, but the sight of his sweaty arm around Amber’s waist had my entire bloodstream flooded with fury. 
 
    I was psyching myself up to get into a brawl with the guy, but suddenly Amber whipped around in one fluid motion and pushed the guy away from her so hard that he almost stumbled into the kitchen counter with a grunt. 
 
    “I’m not interested,” she said flatly as the frat boy whirled around, and then she raised her voice so everyone in the kitchen could hear her. “I’m with James. I’m his, and no one else’s!” 
 
    “Mine, huh?” I grinned down at the gorgeous redhead as I put my arm around her. 
 
    “Yes,” she cooed softly. “Yours, master.” 
 
    I wanted to put as much distance between us and the frat guy before his dangerous pout turned into unbridled anger, and so I grabbed the whiskey bottle from the island as I guided Amber out into the backyard. He was too dumb to realize right away what’d happened, and by the time he had, we were already in a whole other part of the house. 
 
    “Yes, yours,” Amber clarified the moment we stepped through the doors and out onto the garden patio, and she turned to face me with my arm still wrapped tightly around her slim waist. “If that’s okay with you?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed with a fervent nod. “I don’t know what it is, but I’m just… drawn to you.” 
 
    “We are bound,” Amber said in a soft voice and through a wide smile. “Like I said before.” 
 
    “Bound…” I let a chuckle of slight disbelief escape my lips. “I guess we are, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” Amber said, and I could see her ample chest stretch out and back in as her breathing started to become just slightly more ragged the longer our eyes were locked. “We are…” 
 
    I became hyper-aware of the fact my arm was still around her slender waist, and I flexed my fingers against her hip and let them brush against the soft leather of her tight dress. Then I watched as the tight skin of her throat moved slightly as she swallowed. Her gray eyes were huge and round, and they glistened with desire in the dim light provided by the raucous party behind us. Her pale pink lips parted, as if she were about to speak, and I felt myself leaning in toward her so I could finally taste her lips. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the spell between us was broken when we were rudely interrupted by Aron crashing drunkenly through the sliding garden doors. 
 
    “What the hell did you two do to Brad?” our metalhead friend demanded as he shook his long curly hair out of his face. “Dude’s on a warpath.” 
 
    “I’m guessing Brad is the dudebro in the backwards cap flashing his abs?” I asked with a heavy sigh, and I reluctantly let my arm fall from its place around Amber’s rounded hips. 
 
    “Yeah!” Aron nodded quickly. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “He tried to hit on Amber, and I told him to back off,” I explained with a shrug. 
 
    “And then I told him that I belong to James, and not him,” Amber said as she looked at me proudly. 
 
    I stifled a laugh at Aron’s momentarily dumbfounded expression. 
 
    “To be fair,” Aron hiccupped as he hung off the door frame and shot the two of us a toothy grin. “Anyone with a pair of eyes can see that.” 
 
    “You wanna get outta here?” I looked down at Amber and tried to keep my expression neutral, but even just the potential of leaving the frat party and heading back to my dorm with Amber, knowing full well that Dalton Hall would be all but empty, was too enticing for words. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Amber replied after a moment, and she stifled a giggle behind her fingers. 
 
    Even in the slight darkness, I could see a flush creep up Amber’s lightly freckled skin, and I watched as it traveled up her slender neck and then stained her cheeks an adorable shade of pink. 
 
    “No wonder Brad’s pissed,” Aron snickered. “You two are just too much.” 
 
    “Even more reason for us to get the hell out of here,” I shot back with a smirk of my own, and my fingers tightened around Amber’s where she held my hand. “You guys gonna be okay?” 
 
    “I mean, by some miracle I found a girl in a Slipknot t-shirt who absolutely destroyed me at beer pong, and the last time I saw Honey she was making out with a girl dressed as a nurse in the living room, so…” Aron just shrugged and then shot me a drunken wink. “Think we’re good.” 
 
    I left my two new friends to the chaos of the frat party and hightailed it out of there with Amber hot on my heels. It was never really gonna be my scene anyway, and I was glad Aron and Honey were having a good time, but I had a mysterious, drop-dead gorgeous redhead on my arm who’d proclaimed herself to be mine for the entire college to hear.  
 
    That, and that alone, had been enough to get adrenaline shooting through my veins, but I also had a couple drinks of whiskey floating around my bloodstream, and the fiery alcohol did absolutely nothing to stop the growing desire I felt for her. 
 
    It seemed like it took us an age to get back to Dalton Hall, though it had probably only been ten minutes at the most, and I suddenly became hyper-aware of how good her hand felt in mine as I finally unlocked my dorm room door. 
 
    “Are you going to send me back?” Amber suddenly asked as I shut the door behind us. 
 
    “Back through the portal?” I confirmed with a frown. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then I can stay with you, master?” she asked, and her eyes lost their sudden sadness until they glinted with flirtation again. “Is your bed big enough?” 
 
    “Plenty big enough.” I grinned, and then I nodded to the double bed in the corner of the room, covered in admittedly too many pillows and a squishy gray comforter. 
 
    “Oooh, it looks so soft,” Amber cooed as she walked toward the bed. “Much softer than the ground and tree I was stuck under for all those years.” 
 
    “Well, I won’t make you go back there, if you don’t want to,” I promised as she bounced down onto my bed. 
 
    Her breasts and thighs jiggled ever so slightly as she sat on top of the comforter on my bed, and I had to make a conscious effort not to immediately cross the room and push her further into the mattress. 
 
    She leaned back casually so she rested on her elbows, and then she looked up at me with slightly closed eyes, and I just watched her for a moment, almost in disbelief at the fact that this gorgeous, otherworldly woman was on my bed. 
 
    “I just can’t believe I’m human again.” Amber suddenly smiled widely, and she leaned all the way back on my bed so she could kick her legs as she laughed. “It feels so good.” 
 
    “There’s other things that feel better.” I smirked as I folded my arms and leaned against the doorframe, and Amber’s laugh suddenly died. 
 
    Then she swallowed thickly and immediately sat back up. 
 
    “Will you show me?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I laughed. 
 
    “Show me,” Amber repeated earnestly. “Show me the other things that feel good as a human.” 
 
    “I… You’ve never…?” I shook my head and then ran a hand through my hair. “You’ve never, y’know… Been with someone?” 
 
    “I’ve never gotten the chance to… To lay with a man,” Amber explained in a soft voice, and I noticed her eyes had become even more hooded with a strong desire she couldn’t quite mask anymore. 
 
    Her pale gray eyes strayed from my face and began to hungrily look me up and down, and I felt my breath hitch in my throat as she subconsciously bit at her plump bottom lip with perfectly white teeth. 
 
    “Oh, this is gonna be so much more fun than a frat party…” I muttered under my breath, and I finally pushed myself away from the doorframe and headed straight for where the redhead was sprawled against my bedsheets. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    “Kiss me.” 
 
    The two words Amber spoke were soft but almost demanding, and she muttered them breathlessly before I’d even fully reached her. I stopped at the foot of my bed without replying and instead extended a hand to help her up. 
 
    Amber curled her fingers through mine and stood, until she stared up at me with her pale gray eyes wide with excitement. 
 
    “Kiss me, James,” she repeated her demand but called me by name this time, and the way her plump lips formed around my name was ridiculously attractive. 
 
    I quickly placed both of my hands on either side of her pale, slender neck, and in one fluid motion I brought her face closer to mine as I finally bent down to press my mouth against hers in an eager kiss. 
 
    Amber instantly sighed into me, and I could taste the sweetness of fruit and the smoky warmth of whiskey on her tongue as her lips eagerly parted for mine. Her lean body pressed up against me as I lightly gripped onto her beautiful auburn hair at the base of her neck, and the tight leather of her dress did absolutely nothing to stop me from feeling every dip and curve of her body against my torso. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured into her mouth. 
 
    “Fuck sounds right,” she whispered back as her lips curled into a smile, and her voice was ragged and breathless as she held her mouth against mine. “Make me feel good, James.” 
 
    I continued to kiss her deeply as I let my hands wander from her neck down past her freckled shoulders, until they gripped at her slender waist. Then I pulled the gorgeous redhead even closer to me as our tongues danced together, and she gasped into my hungry kiss as she felt the growing bulge in the front of my pants press up against the soft leather of her dress. 
 
    “Oh!” she breathed in surprise as her arms wrapped around my neck. 
 
    I moved us toward the bed until I could lower her down onto her back, and she instinctively curled her long legs around my waist as we continued to make out. Amber’s hands wrapped up into my hair as I pressed my growing erection even harder up to the heat between her legs, and she started to moan softly into my mouth as my left hand traveled down past her shoulder and hooked into the leather strap of her dress. 
 
    I peeled the material away from her body so one of her ample breasts spilled free, and Amber audibly groaned as the air and friction made her nipple harden. 
 
    “Is this okay?” I murmured softly, and I traced my fingers over the soft skin of her cleavage. 
 
    “Yes,” Amber said in a breathy voice. “Please, touch me, master.” 
 
    “I’m gonna touch you everywhere,” I promised her as I kissed her. 
 
    “Please,” the redhead repeated almost desperately, and her back arched up toward me. 
 
    I finally dragged my fingers lightly across her bare nipple and circled and brushed the sensitive mound as Amber whimpered into my mouth. 
 
    “That feels so good,” she gasped as her legs tightened around me. 
 
    I just hummed into her kiss as I squeezed and touched her, until I could barely stand it anymore. 
 
    I needed her, every inch of her skin, so I reluctantly pulled away from her kiss with a satisfyingly wet sound and used my other hand to push the other strap of her dress away from her shoulder. 
 
    Amber caught on immediately and shimmied the leather down her chest and over her hips, until I could finally pull the damn thing away from her. 
 
    I let out a long groan when I realized she’d been totally commando underneath that skimpy leather dress, and I took a moment to really appreciate the woman I had in my bed. 
 
    Her dark red hair was sprawled across the pillow like a blanket of rose gold, and her pale gray eyes blazed with desire as she stared up at me past hooded eyelids. Her already plump lips were several shades darker and even more swollen from the eagerness of our kisses, and her ample breasts heaved with her breathlessness. 
 
    “So beautiful…” I murmured softly, and I marveled at the beauty of her pale freckled skin. 
 
    And she was somehow all mine. She’d even said so herself. 
 
    Amber’s rosy lips parted in a half-smile as she slowly opened her legs for me, and I let out another strangled groan as I quickly pulled my shirt off over my head. 
 
    She was wet and ready for me, and I couldn’t bear not touching her for another second.  
 
    I slid both of my hands up the soft skin of her thighs, and I pressed her legs even further apart as I leaned down and finally dragged my tongue along her delicious pussy. 
 
    “A-Ah!” Amber bodily shuddered and let out a long gasp as I licked at her, and I looked up from where my head was still between her legs. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked in a low voice, and the vibration of my words made her shudder again. 
 
    “Y-Yes…” she murmured. “That feels… So good… How can something… feel so good?” 
 
    “Just you wait.” I grinned, and without much more warning, I went to town. 
 
    I used my tongue to lap up her already soaking wet pussy. She tasted warm and sweet and all mine, and I couldn’t stop the smile as I gripped onto the freckled skin of her already shaking thighs. 
 
    I swirled my tongue again until it eventually curled up and around her clitoris, and Amber instantly bucked beneath me. Her hands gripped into the bed sheets in tight fists, and she whimpered in shock as I continued to suck and lick at her sweet spot. 
 
    “Oh, James!” she gasped in a strained voice. “That… That feels too good, oh… Oh!” 
 
    Her entire body convulsed and tightened as I kept the rhythm, and my fingers gripped harder into the flesh of her thighs to keep her legs from closing around my head. 
 
    “Oh, I… I’m… Oh, p-please, James… James…” Amber could do nothing but just repeat my name, over and over and faster and faster, as the pleasure started to take over everything else. 
 
    I knew she was close, and I kept my mouth on her as my tongue flicked across her clitoris. She gasped and writhed beneath me until suddenly her hand was in my hair while her hips arched up toward my face, but I held her down as she started to moan loudly. 
 
    “Yes!” Amber’s voice was throaty and needy and the hottest thing I’d ever heard in my life. “Yes, yes, k-keep doing that, oh, ohhhh, James, I… James, something is… happening…!” 
 
    Her orgasm caused her words to descend into a steady groan while her hand tightened in my hair, and her legs shuddered around me as I lapped up her sweet, hot juices before they could even spill over. 
 
    I wanted every drop of her, and I didn’t relent until she was a quivering heap beneath me. Then I kissed my way up her body until I could wind my tongue around hers again, and she hummed into me with a soft, appreciative sound. 
 
    “That was something…” she muttered into my hungry mouth. “What was that?”  
 
    “That was an orgasm, but it was just the appetizer,” I replied in a low voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Amber giggled softly. 
 
    “You really haven’t ever… Been with anyone, huh?” I murmured into her welcoming lips. 
 
    The gorgeous redhead pulled away from my kiss and held my face in both hands so she could look at me. 
 
    “No,” she said and then broke into a dazzling smile. “But I trust you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you do,” I chuckled softly as I ran my thumb along her jawline. “I want to make you feel good.” 
 
    “Well, if what you just did with your mouth is anything to go by…” she whispered. “I know that you will.” 
 
    “If you wanna stop, or anything at all, you just tell me. Okay?” I told her in a gentle voice as I searched her eyes. 
 
    But it was plain to see Amber was eager as her gray eyes blazed with desire for me, and I could see she was ready and determined. 
 
    “I’m yours, master,” she reminded me in a hoarse voice. “Completely.” 
 
    I answered her with a deep kiss as I hurriedly shoved my pants down and away from my legs, and I groaned softly into her mouth as my rock-hard erection finally broke free. 
 
    My mind was full of static as I very slowly pushed myself up against her sweet wetness, and Amber let out a shuddering gasp as the head of my dick gently pushed into her soft tunnel. 
 
    “Take me,” she murmured into my mouth, and then she repeated herself again, just to hammer it home. “I am yours.” 
 
    I had one hand on her slender waist and another on her neck as I kissed her again, and I very slowly slid into her. She was tight and warm, slick and ready for me, and we both made low sounds of pleasure as I pushed further into her heat. 
 
    Once she’d taken every single inch of my cock, I held us there for a moment, and the both of us were completely suspended in time and gripping onto each other for dear life. The connection sent every single nerve ending in my body into overdrive, and fire started to build in my blood as Amber tightened instinctively around me. 
 
    “Fuck, that feels good…” I moaned softly. 
 
    Amber couldn’t even form words to reply, she just gasped reactively as I pushed fully into her, and my grip on her waist tightened as I started to pull back out. 
 
    “James…” Amber finally managed to breathe my name as I very slowly pushed back into her quivering tunnel. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked softly as I pulled away from our kiss. 
 
    Amber nodded as she bit at her bottom lip. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. “Please don’t stop.” 
 
    At her words, I immediately slid further back into her dripping wet pussy, and she gasped as I filled her up. I could feel her clench possessively around me, and she writhed and bucked beneath me in rhythm with my thrusts.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so tight,” I groaned as I continued to fuck her gently. 
 
    Amber convulsed around me again at my words, and another moan escaped my lips as I wrapped my hands up into her hair and guided her face toward mine so I could kiss her sweet, open lips. 
 
    “You feel so good…” Amber murmured through the kiss in a choked voice. 
 
    “So do you,” I whispered as I moved my mouth down and kissed her slender neck. 
 
    Her freckled skin was flushed and warm to the touch, and she smelled like sandalwood and wild flowers. I soon became completely fucking lost in her. 
 
    I’d been with one or two girlfriends during high school, and I wasn’t exactly virginal myself, but being with Amber was like nothing I had ever experienced before in my life. 
 
    It felt hot as hell and sweet as syrup all at once, and she was the most gorgeous woman I had ever laid eyes on. Her breasts were perfect, and they jiggled lightly with every thrust into her. Her waist was slim, her hips softly curved, and her pale eyes were hooded and sparkled with lust as she looked up at me with a slightly open mouth. 
 
    Her red hair was splayed beneath her like a messy halo, and she absentmindedly bit down onto her plump bottom lip as I fucked her. 
 
    That image alone was almost enough to send me right over the edge. 
 
    “Fuck, Amber…” I groaned as she wrapped her legs tighter around my waist. 
 
    “Oh, James,” she breathed, and her hands pressed up against my chest and shoulders. “Please don’t stop.” 
 
    She arched her back in response to my movement and pressed her torso up against mine, like she was desperate to get as close to me as physically possible. I held her against me, and I tried not to dig my fingers too hard into the softness of her skin as I continued to slide in and out of her.  
 
    She was slick around me, and the sound of our fucking was satisfyingly wet as I thrust in and out of her, so I couldn’t help but pick up the pace even faster as the sensation of her tightening around me started to make pleasure curl in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “Oh, that feels so good, James… o-o-ohhh, Jaaaames.” Amber’s voice had become throaty and strained, and her hands started to claw desperately at my back as her own pleasure started to take over. 
 
    “Yeah,” I gasped an agreement out as I fucked her even faster. “Yes, god, oh, my god…” 
 
    “I… It’s gonna… I’m gonna…” Amber mewled beneath me, and her hands wrapped up in my hair. “That feels so good, please don’t stop!” 
 
    “Fuck, I’m gonna cum,” I growled as I slammed in and out of Amber, and I could feel her tighten around me as she nodded in response to my words. 
 
    “I… I can’t, I’m gonna, oh, o-o-ohhhh, James-- James!” She gasped my name again and again as her orgasm vibrated through her entire body. Her legs clenched around my waist as her pussy squeezed and pulsed around my cock, and her hands were still in my hair pulling me down for a gasping kiss as she came. 
 
    “Fill me,” Amber begged into my open mouth. “Claim me.” 
 
    Her words were like a green light. My orgasm ripped through me so hard it made me shudder, and hot spurts of my sperm shot deep into Amber’s leaking pussy. 
 
    She let out a primal moan when she felt my cum pour into her, and we both thrashed together for what seemed like half a minute of pleasure as she accepted every single drop of me. Eventually our climaxes began to relax, and then we both let out shuddering breaths. My head collapsed onto the swell of her breasts, and she released her grip on my hair so she could run her fingers through it instead. 
 
    “That was…” Her voice was hoarse and came out in barely a whisper. “That was incredible.” 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I sighed into her breasts and kissed her once again. 
 
    “C-Can we do it again?” she asked as she shyly bit her lips. 
 
    “Hell yeah we can.” I grinned, and my cock throbbed in her pussy. 
 
    The two of us spent the remainder of the weekend tangled up in a mess of bedsheets and naked limbs, and it was like we were stuck in a time loop where neither day or night was decipherable.  
 
    I wanted to spend every damn minute I could exploring every inch of Amber’s perfect body, and I wanted to find new ways to make her quiver and moan and clutch desperately at me as I brought her to the edge of pleasure over and over again. 
 
    Eventually we wore each other out, and time seemed to drift endlessly in a perfect bliss where I couldn’t tell where my body ended and hers began. 
 
    “You were very excited when you exchanged the gold with that old man,” she purred in my ear sometime later. “Was it a lot of your money?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I was surprised how much I got for just those three nuggets.” 
 
    “How many are left in the pouch?” she asked. 
 
    “Let me check,” I said, and then I unwound myself from her silky arms, leaned over, and pulled the pouch from between the mattress and box spring. 
 
    It took me a half-minute to count, and then I recounted just to make sure. 
 
    “Thirty left,” I said, and my breath caught in my throat. 
 
    “How much money is that in your world?” she asked. 
 
    “Hmmm… like… A hundred thousand dollars. Not enough to pay for my school, but I could put a huge dent in my college loans.” 
 
    “How much does it cost to buy a nice home?” she asked. 
 
    “In the city?” I chuckled. “I’d need… forty of these pouches, maybe even more. Homes here are so expensive.” 
 
    “We should go back into the world where you found me,” she said as she nodded. “There is more gold there, as well as gems and other treasures. If your world values gold that much, you can become very wealthy. You can buy your friends pizza, and a big frat house, and many of those car things that drive on the roads.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it,” I chuckled at her misunderstanding of our terms as I returned to her naked embrace under the covers, “but… I’m worried you might turn into a weapon again.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be transformed again, the moment we step through.” Amber sighed into my naked chest as she traced random patterns on my left pectoral with just her fingertips. “Since I’m returning to my own world, and I’m bound by some curse there, but… then… if we come back? Maybe I’ll return to this form? We should try. If this will help you pay for your school and to have a nice home here. I want to make you happy, Master.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you,” I murmured as I traced my fingertips against Amber’s back where she laid sprawled on top of me. 
 
    “I think I’ll be okay,” Amber said with a decisive nod. “But do you promise you’ll bring me back here?” 
 
    “I promise,” I smiled as I held her close to me. “You’re mine now, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she said smugly as she giggled into my arm. “I don’t think I’ll ever get bored of doing… This.” 
 
    “Oh, this…?” I asked innocently as I brought my hand around her waist to grip onto the pert roundness of her ass, and I pulled her still naked body even closer against me as I leaned down to capture her in another kiss. 
 
    “Yes,” the redhead breathed against my lips. “Like that.” 
 
    “C’mon.” I grinned into her eager mouth. “Or we’ll never make it out of here.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” Amber giggled again, and I just lightly smacked her on the ass where my hand still rested against the curve of her body. 
 
    “Hey,” I laughed. “This was your idea.” 
 
    “True,” she giggled. “But… I could also just lay in bed with you like this… filled with your seed… for the rest of the week.” 
 
    “I’d like that, too.” I grinned. “But I’ve got college classes in the morning, so I wanna test out our theory.” 
 
    I managed to coax her out of my bed with the promise of a shower, a concept completely foreign to her, and it was all I could do not to push her legs apart and fuck her against the tiles as she soaped her body up beneath the hot stream of water. 
 
    We somehow made it out of the bathroom and into some clothes, although all Amber had was the same raw leather dress she’d worn when she’d tumbled back through the portal with me. I made a mental note to take her shopping, and I smiled absently at the thought of how wide her gray eyes would get at the chaos of a shopping mall. 
 
    It was early in the afternoon by the time we stood in front of my closet and mentally prepared ourselves for the intense change of scenery that we knew awaited us. 
 
    “You’ll look after me?” Amber asked in a low voice as she scowled at the shimmering golden ripples behind where I’d hung my band shirts and jeans up. 
 
    “Only if you promise to look after me, too.” I looked down at her with a slight smile. “I have a feeling I’ll need it again.” 
 
    “I have full confidence in you, James.” Amber returned my smile. “You were made for this.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so…” I muttered and then took a deep, steadying breath, just like Amber had taught me. “Okay, are you ready?” 
 
    “No…” she sighed as she pressed her face into my neck. “I’m… scared.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I said as I held her close to me for a few minutes. 
 
    “I was brave in bed when I told you that we should go,” she whispered. “But… what if you can’t take me back? What if I’m stuck as a bow on the other side. What then?” 
 
    “Then… I’ll just… I don’t know,” I whispered. “Maybe you should stay here?” 
 
    “No!” She took a deep breath and pulled away from me. “I will be brave. I’ve… felt you inside of me. I’ve experienced your love. Even if I can’t turn back into this form, I’ll still have your memories. Let’s go!” 
 
    I was about to remind her that she couldn’t remember a time when she wasn’t a weapon, but before I could say anything, she pulled me through the portal in the back of my closet, and I felt the now familiar sensation of my stomach being yanked through into a different world. 
 
    Like a huge invisible fishing hook was wedged into my abdomen. 
 
    I instinctively took another breath as the roiling molten gold of the portal enveloped my body and sucked me through, and this time, I was ready for the chilly dungeon to materialize around me. I let out a gasp as my feet came into contact with cold stone, and I steadied myself before I ended up on my hands and knees again. 
 
    James? I heard Amber’s voice in my mind as soon as I gathered myself, and I immediately put a hand to my chest. 
 
    I felt the tight string of her bow across my body, and I reached another hand behind my head to make sure the quiver of wooden arrows was also attached to my shoulder. 
 
    “Hi,” I murmured. “I’m here.” 
 
    I wish I was, Amber grumbled playfully. In my other form, that is. 
 
    “Okay…” I said. “Let me step back through.” 
 
    I turned around and walked back through the closet, my stomach experienced that same yanking sensation, and then my head spun for half a second. 
 
    Then I was back in my room, and Amber was right beside me. 
 
    “It worked!” she squealed with delight as she threw her arms around me. 
 
    “Thank god,” I gasped as I hugged her amazing body against me. 
 
    “Now that we know, we don’t have to be worried.” She showered my face with kisses, and then she took my hand and pulled me back through the portal at the back of my closet. 
 
    My head spun again, and my stomach felt a tug. Then we were back in the cellar under the cabin. 
 
    I am excited about this. It is really the best of both worlds. I am a capable weapon that can help you accomplish your goals of acquiring money, and then I can be your lover in your world. 
 
    “It does seem really awesome,” I said with a smile as I pushed the wooden closet almost closed against the golden portal. “I’ve got lots to show you, but since we’re here… How about the tavern you mentioned?” 
 
    That’s as good a place as any to start, Amber said in a voice I could hear was coated in a smirk. Just don’t allow the wenches in there to seduce you. 
 
    “Wenches, you say?” I chuckled under my breath as I climbed the tight spiral staircase out of the dungeon and toward the fresh forest air above me. 
 
    They’d eat you alive, Amber giggled in my mind. But I can’t lie, that would be really entertaining.  
 
    “Hey, I’m exotic and from a different world.” I pouted playfully as I ensured the wooden trapdoors hid the entrance to the dungeon, and I left the empty cabin and headed out into the red and golds of the fall time forest. “They’d love me.” 
 
    Annoyingly, I think you’re right. Amber laughed lightly inside my head. 
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath of the fresh forest air and smiled at my otherworldly surroundings as golden leaves shifted beneath my feet, and birds called out to each other in singsong voices somewhere high above me. “Where am I headed?” 
 
    If you can get back down to the river, head west, Amber said in a voice that suddenly meant business. Turn left and follow it along, and after a while you should come to a stone bridge with a road that’ll lead you straight to it. 
 
    I did exactly as I was told and made the trek back down to the river. The forest world was still suspended in the early afternoon, with a bright sun held high in the sky and a gentle breeze that made the fiery-colored leaves on the trees sway and sigh in happy whispers. 
 
    Instead of stumbling and falling down through the trees, I found it easier to navigate the forest on my second run.  
 
    But that might’ve been because I was safe in the knowledge that the troll I’d crossed paths with before was already slumped lifeless at the foot of a tree on the other side of the river. 
 
    Before long, I heard the gentle swishing and babbling of the shallow stream, and I followed Amber’s instructions and headed left for a ways. 
 
    I was definitely a city boy through and through, and I’d spent my entire life in New York. The only time I’d ever really left the city for an extended period of time was when my mom and I had visited my grandma in Texas, and even then she lived in Dallas so it was more just a case of leaving one concrete jungle for another. 
 
    The only time I’d even come close to being somewhere like Amber’s world was through video games and movies, and so to appear in a gloomy dungeon ready to explore, with a sprawling golden-colored forest above me, was like something out of a dream. 
 
    As frustrating as it is, being trapped in this form… Amber suddenly murmured. It’s nice being inside your head. 
 
    “Wait.” I held both my hands up and came to a stop. “You can hear my thoughts?” 
 
    Not really, Amber giggled. But I have… A sense of what you’re feeling. 
 
    “I’ll do my best not to let my mind wander about last night then,” I muttered under my breath with a smug grin, and I knew if Amber were in her human form, she’d flush that gorgeous shade of pink I loved so much already. 
 
    I just chuckled to myself when she didn’t answer, and I knew it was because her mind had already wandered back to the memory of my head between her legs, and it did admittedly take all of my self-restraint to keep my mind focused on the task at hand. 
 
    Amber’s world was beautiful, like something out of a perfectly rendered video game. The scenery was breathtaking, and it reminded me of a national park of some kind, with a sea of autumnal forest colors behind me. I even spotted a lone hawk circling high in the sky above me as I made my way along the riverbank. 
 
    After about thirty minutes, I eventually found the old bridge Amber had mentioned before I’d set out on my trek. It was cobbled together haphazardly with flat disk-shaped stones, and they were covered in slick green algae the closer it got to the babbling water below. The bridge was part of a thin stone road, and there was some form of old wooden sign carved into the shape of pointed arrows, but it was so battered and weathered that I couldn’t read a single letter carved into the wood. 
 
    “Amber?” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Yes, James? she replied in a happy voice. 
 
    “Which way do I go?” I spread my arms and waited for her answer. 
 
    To the left side of the bridge, the stony road disappeared into the tree line, and there was nothing to say the road didn’t just stop there and then. To the right side, the road trailed off for what looked like miles over rolling green hills. 
 
    Left, Amber said with confidence. It turns a corner, I promise. 
 
    “I trust you implicitly,” I chuckled. “Because, from here it just looks like it heads toward nothingness.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes, at the very most, Amber assured me. You’ll hear the town before you see it, once you get over the hill. I recall being there with my old master. 
 
    “Who was your old master?” I asked her curiously as I took her advice and headed toward the tree line. 
 
    I was conscious of the fact that Amber had probably been alive a lot longer than me. I smirked at the thought of her being a cougar, despite the fact her human form still had the appearance of a twenty-year-old, but I wanted to know everything about her and her intriguing past. 
 
    I don’t remember him really, Amber said softly in my mind. He didn’t really speak to me all that much. Not like you do. 
 
    “He didn’t like the fact his bow had a beautiful woman trapped inside of it?” I snorted. 
 
    I was very much an inferior to him, Amber admitted. I didn’t feel like a person with him. Maybe that’s why I don’t remember too well. My mind can only hold so many years, you know? 
 
    “Yeah, I get what you mean.” I nodded in understanding. “But you must remember something about him?” 
 
    He was pompous, Amber sighed. It wasn’t just me, he thought everyone was below him. He was just power-hungry, from the little I can remember. 
 
    “Kinda sounds like an asshole,” I said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    He was, Amber giggled. That feels good to say, actually. Hey, look up ahead! 
 
    I’d followed the cobblestone path past the curve of the tree line, and then I suddenly found myself standing on the precipice of a huge grassy hill with a sprawling market town buried within the valley beneath. 
 
    So Amber’s directions had steered me true. 
 
    The stream we’d followed trickled into a huge lake on the south side of the town, and I could see crooked old wooden buildings almost stacked on top of one another in an attempt to remain within the bowl of the huge green valley.  
 
    Here we are, Amber said in my ear. I believe this is the town of Hadden. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    The olden-aged valley town of Hadden felt almost as busy as the streets of New York. The cobblestones were smooth and flat from years of footfalls, and the tightly packed together buildings looked like they’d stood tall for decades, despite being mostly made from wood with long winding vines that crawled across the surface like veins beneath the skin.  
 
    Amber directed me toward a sprawling market square, where scraggly-bearded merchants called out to customers and old friends alike. Young lads tried to hawk their wares at grossly exaggerated prices to any out-of-towners unlucky enough to be caught in conversation with them, and I spotted a very busy brothel on the far side of the square. 
 
     It had rich velvet drapes hung from the roof on either side, and the place was covered in baskets of fresh flowers, probably to try and disguise the fact it was as plain and as weathered a building as any other in the town. A gaggle of prostitutes with corsets so tight the curve of their breasts almost touched their chins gathered outside the two-story building, and they giggled loudly and called out various lewd remarks when I caught their eyes and waved from across the market square. Then I had to bite down on the smirk on my face when I heard Amber’s huff in my mind. 
 
    As tempting as it might be, Amber started in a strained voice. They’re as infectious as the plague. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it…” I murmured under my breath as I weaved through the masses of people that milled around the square. “Besides, you’re the only one that’s mine.” 
 
    That’s right, Amber agreed in a much happier tone. I am. 
 
    She continued to mutter random facts and little anecdotes that she could remember of the city as I wandered through the streets, and I did my best not to stare too obviously like a tourist. 
 
    It was like nothing I had ever seen before in my life, except in movies or video games. It was literally an awesome fantasy world, and if it hadn’t been for the fact Amber had traveled back to my world with me through the weird golden portal in the closet, I’d have thought I was crazy. 
 
    But it was all very real. 
 
    A very particular smell hung low in the air, a mixture of sweet beer, horse stables, and old oiled leather, and the scent clung to every single passerby like a medieval cologne. I could feel the light autumnal breeze that blew through the marketplace, and it picked up the scents of a small corner bakery on the east side of the market, as well as a very slight hint of salt, which could’ve been coming from the coast somewhere out in the distance. 
 
    Everything I saw and heard and felt was as real as I was, and though it probably should have frightened me, if anything, it excited me. 
 
    I’d lived in the coolest place on Earth my entire life, and yet somehow I’d stumbled across something even cooler. 
 
    What’re you thinking about? Amber suddenly asked in a soft voice, and I jumped a little when she interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “Just how much I wish you were here in person, so you could show me around…” I muttered under my breath as I continued to walk through the bustling market square. 
 
    One day… Amber sighed heavily. We need to figure out why I’m cursed to this weapon form, and how to fix it. 
 
    “I promise you we’ll figure it out,” I told her sincerely, and I found myself absently running my open palm across the tight bowstring that laid across my chest. 
 
    I know, she replied, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “It’s a shame you don’t remember much about being a human,” I sighed. 
 
    Believe me, I wish I did, Amber mumbled, and I could hear the slight annoyance in her voice in my mind. I remember odd little things, like how my old master used to drink whiskey as though it were water, and the way his voice sounded like he had a blocked nose all the time… But it’s like there’s a mental block. I can’t quite grasp the full memories. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her and smiled. “We’ll figure it all out together, okay?” 
 
    Okay, the redhead said happily. But for now, let’s get you that beer, shall we? 
 
    Amber directed me the best she could through the heaving marketplace, and I eventually found myself in a long alleyway, where the wooden buildings on either side were so old and bent together that they blocked out most of the sky, like how ancient forest trees instinctively join together at the branches to form a canopy. The madness of the market gave way to an almost eerie emptiness, and my sneakers slapped against the smooth cobblestones as I walked. Then I suddenly realized just how drastically alien I must’ve looked to the locals. 
 
    I was still dressed in a plain black t-shirt, a pair of gray jeans, and black canvas sneakers, and if it hadn’t been for Amber’s bow form strapped across my chest, I’d have probably been stared at far more.  
 
    Although, the few faces that did peer curiously out of the thin windows of the buildings above me proved my theory. 
 
    “I think you’re gonna need to take me shopping, too,” I muttered under my breath to Amber as I fiddled with the hem of my t-shirt. 
 
    Oops, I never even thought about how you were dressed, Amber giggled. The tavern will be fine, though, there’d always be out-of-towners in odd attire there. 
 
    “Okay, but I definitely do need a change of clothes at some point,” I replied in a low voice as I quickly made my way through the stone alley.  
 
    Sure, Amber agreed. But that means I’ll need some new clothes for your world, too. 
 
    “I’ll take you shopping once we get back.” I grinned as I finally reached the end of the alley. “Okay, which way do I go now?” 
 
    Take a right, my redheaded weapon woman immediately commanded. Just a few paces, and it’ll be on the corner to your right. Or so I remember. 
 
    I followed her instructions, and I heard the noise from the tavern before I actually saw it. 
 
    Raucous was an understatement. 
 
    It was a huge two-story building on a street corner right beside a large stone bridge that hung over the river I was now familiar with. The building was wooden but painted a dull dark red color, so it looked as though it had been burned from within where the paint peeled away in certain places. The windows were covered in wrought-iron lattices that made a diamond pattern against the glass, and two massive street lamps stood sentry on either side of a double doorway, with oil burning brightly inside them. 
 
    Several tapestries and colorful flags were draped from the windows of the tavern, so it almost looked as though the hulking building was covered in a patchwork blanket. I spotted a grumpy-looking black tomcat as he skulked around the front of the bar, and he looked like he was keeping a watchful eye on passersby from where he sat curled up beside the stone stairs that led to the entrance. 
 
    Above the double doors which were also colored a deep burgundy red, though the paint was in far better condition than the rest of the place, hung a sign that creaked slowly in the breeze. It had the impressive image of a battered and bleeding two-headed snake painted right onto the wood. 
 
    The Bleeding Hydra, Amber sighed happily in my head. It’s been so long. I wonder if Lilly is still working here. 
 
    “Who’s Lilly?” I smirked at the female name. 
 
    Lilly was one of the barmaids, Amber suddenly sighed. That’s one of the strongest memories I have. Lilly serving my master his whiskey. I remember her more than I do him. 
 
    “Well, if she’s still here, I’ll go and find out for you.” I grinned as I approached the bar. “It’d probably do me good to name-drop someone. So I don’t stick out like even more of a sore thumb than I already do.” 
 
    I pushed one of the heavy red doors and slowly walked inside of the tavern. My immediate first impression was that it was fucking loud. The place was packed to the absolute rafters, and nobody paid me a scrap of attention as the door swung shut behind me. It was dimly lit, with just candlelight to illuminate the place, although most of it came from a huge wooden chandelier that dangled in the center of the tavern, and it had huge wax candles with naked flames sitting in wrought-iron sconces. 
 
    Every table in the place also had a bunch of white candles melted straight onto the wood, and it was a wonder the tavern wasn’t actually burning down as I stood there. The bar itself was tucked away behind a mountain of beer kegs, and I started to make a beeline for it when I heard Amber’s voice in my head. 
 
    Don’t just go right up to the bar! she giggled. They’ll think you’re propositioning. Go find a table, a barmaid will get to you. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am…” I muttered under my breath, and I fought to keep the smile on my face from being too obvious. 
 
    There was a long catwalk over the entirety of the back wall, where patrons were piled up on chairs, tables, and hanging over the banister as they yelled and chatted away amongst themselves, but I eventually found a table beneath the catwalk and beside a makeshift stage. 
 
    Which in reality was just a few pallets of wood nailed together, but a musician had just jumped on top of them and was clasping a lute like it was a weapon of mass destruction. His mess of perfectly curled brown hair hung loose around his shoulders, and he was dressed in a lilac-colored velvet jacket with intricate patterns in gold thread, ridiculously tight leather trousers, and mud-stained boots. 
 
    “Loving patrons of The Bleeding Hydra, it has been far too long!” the bard called out in a thunderous voice, and the occupants of the tavern hollered and whooped as they realized a show was about to begin. 
 
    This’ll be good, Amber commented in my mind. I think this is Leonardo, he apparently has the voice of an angel. 
 
    I took the opportunity to sink onto a low chair, at a small single table relatively close to the side of the so-called stage, because I figured the rowdiness of the bard’s performance would drown out the potential of anyone overhearing the fact I was basically talking to myself. 
 
    “You’ve seen him before?” I asked quietly. 
 
    No, I hadn’t left the forest for years, Amber reminded me. But I’d heard some traveling merchants talking about him, when they used the stream to gather water. 
 
    “So you really just laid in wait, listening to the world walk by?” I shook my head. “I’m glad I found you.” 
 
    I’m glad you did, too, Amber said softly, and then she giggled. Look to your left, I think we’ve got a barmaid on her way. 
 
    Amber was right. I glanced over my shoulder, and a curvy woman dressed in a white cotton dress with a leather corset, as well as a long apron tied around her waist, weaved her way through the chaos to get to me. 
 
    “‘Ello stranger,” she said in a loud, welcoming voice. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “Err… Beer?” I hedged my bets with my answer and breathed a quiet sigh of relief when she nodded. 
 
    “One beer, comin’ up.” She bustled off, and I exhaled. 
 
    Good job, Amber told me. You almost sounded normal. 
 
    “Hey,” I chided her jokingly. “I fit in perfectly, I don’t know what you mean. Was that Lilly?” 
 
    No, Amber giggled. She was older than that, even back then. 
 
    I just listened to Amber’s laugh in the back of my mind as the curvy waitress returned with a huge tankard of beer, with thick white foam almost spilling over the sides. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her with a grin. “Hey, do you know a Lilly?” 
 
    “Lilly?” The barmaid frowned down at me in confusion and put her hands on her wide hips. “Lilly was the old owner, lad. She’s been dead for close to a decade.” 
 
    “Oh.” I bit my lip and nodded. “I’m sorry. Thank you anyway.” 
 
    The barmaid stared at me strangely but bustled off back toward the group of men with scraggly hair and missing teeth, who were sitting across from me and loudly singing along to whatever song Leonardo the bard was playing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Amber,” I said softly. “She was your friend, huh?” 
 
    Yes… Amber whispered. She was, at least in my mind. You’d have liked her. 
 
    “Do you remember anything else?” I asked her curiously. “What about when you were human?” 
 
    Not much, Amber admitted with a sigh. It gets kinda hazy, I guess because it’s been so long. I think I remember my mom’s laugh, though. 
 
    “Yeah, my mom also has a pretty distinctive laugh.” I grinned into my tankard of beer as I took a sip. “Maybe you could meet her one day.” 
 
    I’d really like that, Amber said softly, and I could almost hear the bashful smile in her voice. 
 
    “And you didn’t have any other family at all?” I prompted eagerly as I took another glug of my drink and kept the tankard up by my mouth so no one could see me talking to myself. “I don’t have any brothers or sisters, it’s just me and my mom.” 
 
    I had no one. Amber murmured softly. No one to come looking for me when I got cursed with being trapped inside of a bow, at least. 
 
    “We’ll figure out how to change you back,” I promised her again in a low voice. “I’ll get your life back, I swear it.” 
 
    Thank you, Amber mumbled, and then she cleared her metaphorical throat. It’s okay, honestly. Let’s just watch Leonardo. 
 
    I spent the next hour or so people watching in The Bleeding Hydra as the curly-haired bard serenaded the patrons with a number of crowd-pleasers. There was one song about the Baron’s wife that gained a particularly rowdy singalong, as well as a heartfelt ballad about a lost love that had several tough bearded farmers sobbing into their tankards of mead. 
 
    Eventually, the buxom barmaid wandered back over to me to settle my tab, but I had no actual currency to pay with. 
 
    “Will this do?” I asked and pulled out the small pouch of gold I’d made sure to stuff into my pocket before Amber and I traveled back through the portal. 
 
    I didn’t want her to know exactly how much gold I had, so I fished one of the smaller nuggets out of the faded velvet pouch and held it up for the barmaid to inspect. 
 
    “Oh, my stars, where did you get that?” the barmaid gasped as I twisted the gold between my fingers so it glowed in the candlelight. “I haven’t seen real gold in years, most of these old louts just pay in silver coins.” 
 
    “I slayed a troll in the river,” I said with a slight grin. 
 
    “By the gods, listen up, everyone!” The barmaid waved her hands and even shushed Leonardo the bard. “This lad says he’s killed the river troll!” 
 
    “No way,” one of the half-drunk farmers scoffed and stroked his beard. “We sent scores of people to fell that thing, and none of them could even draw blood.” 
 
    “I promise you, I did.” I nodded eagerly, and I swung Amber’s bow off my back. “I pierced him right through the head with this.” 
 
    “I recognize that pouch of gold,” another farmer suddenly piped up. “I saw it on the troll’s belt.” 
 
    “See?” I said with a smug smirk. 
 
    They’re gonna love you, Amber piped up in a happy voice. 
 
    Almost everyone in the tavern gathered around my table to hear the tale of how I’d won against the troll, and the barmaid pushed the gold nugget back into my hands when I tried to hand her a piece to pay for my beer. 
 
    “No, no, it’s on the house, lad!” she said in an excited voice as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and I tried my best to ignore the soft flesh of her cleavage where it rested against my head. “You need to go and see the Baron.” 
 
    “Yes, go to the Baron!” another called out. 
 
    “If you really have killed that thing, the Baron has a reward for it!” a young lad exclaimed with a toothy grin. 
 
    A reward, huh?  
 
    “Where do I find the Baron?” I asked as I pocketed my pouch again. 
 
    I wanted to earn as much gold as I could from this world and eventually get it into my bank account, and if there were rewards for slaying mythical creatures, I wanted in. 
 
    “He lives in the castle on the hill,” the barmaid said as she poured me another beer, and I noticed how this time she made a conscious effort to make eye contact with me as her breasts threatened to spill out of her corset. “Just north of here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled genially and kept my expression as neutral as possible as she slowly poured me a beer from the large metal pitcher in her hands.  
 
    “You make sure you get that reward, lad,” one of the farmers said with a firm nod. “You’ve done us all a great service.”  
 
    “It was my pleasure,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    The patrons all took turns to slap me on the back or examine the pouch of gold, until eventually the barmaid shooed them all away so I could finally leave the tavern and head toward the Baron’s castle. 
 
    “We can’t stay long,” I said to Amber as I crossed through the town. 
 
    Yeah, it’s getting a little late, Amber agreed. I wanna get back into my human form and sleep beside you. 
 
    “Believe me, I want that, too.” I couldn’t stop the grin that pulled at my face as I remembered the night before. 
 
    As awesome as this portal world was, my real life was still happening outside. Although time didn’t seem to move as quickly in this alternate universe, I still needed to get some sleep and actually go to some of my classes, which were due to start pretty soon. 
 
    I let my mind wander as I trudged through the town of Hadden. The entire place was paved with smooth cobblestones, and the further I got from the market and The Bleeding Hydra tavern, the more residential it became. I walked through the streets and saw maybe just one or two random little stores, with the rest of the rickety old wooden buildings being homes belonging to the townsfolk. 
 
    As we came to the outskirts of the town, where the river that rumbled below Hadden started to become wider, and the claustrophobic buildings became a little more sparse and spread out, we spotted the Baron’s castle. 
 
    It was situated on the highest point of the hill Hadden was built on, and it was a monstrous hunk of stone that overlooked the town like an ancient hulking sentinel. Two tall spires clawed their way into the sky on either side, and the silhouette looked like the building had devil horns. 
 
    “Have you heard of this Baron?” I asked Amber as I followed the stone path that led up the hill. 
 
    I don’t think so, Amber admitted. It’s been so long since I’ve had my human form, it could very well be a totally different person to who I remember. 
 
    “Hmm,” I murmured. “Well, let’s go and find out.” 
 
    I followed the path up to the front gate, which was a massive double door structure with gargoyles standing guard on either side, as well as two real-life guards who held spears and shields and scowled down at me as I approached. 
 
    “Who goes there?” the taller one on the left called out. 
 
    I had to stop myself from snickering, because come on, they really actually said that? 
 
    “What business do you have here, lad?” the other guard asked, and he glared over a bristly mustache that completely hid his upper lip. 
 
    “I’m here to see the Baron,” I explained. “My name is James Miller.” 
 
    “Your name could be the same as the baron’s, that doesn’t mean you’re getting into this castle.” The tall guard laughed loudly and used his elbow to nudge his colleague. 
 
    The mustachioed guard didn’t even move, nor did he take his beady little eyes off me as the taller one continued to scoff. 
 
    “I have a good reason.” I shrugged casually and folded my arms across my chest. “But if you turn me away, and I take my business elsewhere, I’d love to be a fly on the wall when your Baron finds out it was you who cost him my services.” 
 
    The two guards shared a look and then eventually fixed me with another identical mean stare. 
 
    “What makes you think the Baron will grant you an audience?” the mustachioed man asked bluntly.  
 
    Show him the gold, Amber suddenly said in a smug voice. They’ll definitely wanna take you to the Baron. 
 
    I did as I was told and pulled the small pouch out of my pocket, and then I shook the handful of little gold nuggets out into the palm of my hand for them to see. 
 
    Both of the guards audibly gulped, and the taller of the two even leaned forward past his shield to peer at the rocks in my hand. 
 
    “Gold?” he murmured in awe and looked up at me with round eyes. “Real gold?” 
 
    “You want me to bite it?” I snickered. 
 
    “How did you come by this, boy?” the mustachioed guard demanded. 
 
    “I slayed the troll in the river, a good couple miles north. Out toward the forest.” I shrugged. “I figured it was my winnings.” 
 
    The guards shared a glance, and another smirk pulled at the corners of my mouth as I pocketed my pouch of gold while they had a wordless conversation. 
 
    “We must disarm you before you go before the Baron,” one of the guards finally grunted as he nodded at my bow.  
 
    “Uh, then I’ll just take my business elsewhere,” I said because there was no way in hell I was handing Amber over to someone, and I started to turn away. 
 
    “Wait, we’ll take you!” the taller guard called out, and when I turned back to face him, he motioned with his spear. “Follow us.” 
 
    I dutifully trudged after the two guards as they led me into the Baron’s castle. 
 
    As much as it looked cold and uninviting from the outside, the interior was luxurious as hell. Every floor surface was covered in thick red velvet rugs, with delicate silver thread that made intricate patterns in the material. Every couple of feet huge silver chandeliers hung from the ceiling on chunky iron chains, and the large waxy candles washed the stone walls with warm light. 
 
    I could smell something really fucking good being cooked somewhere in the belly of the castle, and I vaguely recognized the smell of bacon and figured there was almost definitely a pig crackling cheerfully on a spit either in a courtyard or a kitchen.  
 
    We didn’t pass anyone else as the guards led me through the depths of the castle, and not a word was shared by the three of us until the two guards came to an abrupt halt outside two gigantic wooden doors, with intricate runes carved right into the surface and huge polished silver handles shaped like eagle wings. 
 
    “Do not speak unless spoken to,” the mustachioed guard commanded. “Be respectful. You do not have a preapproved audience, and you will act as such.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I saluted jokingly and fought to wipe the automatic smile off my face out of fear the guard would backhand me. 
 
    He seemed temperamental. 
 
    He shoved a shoulder against the heavy wooden door, and it eventually swooped open with a soft whoosh against the stone floor. Then he jerked his head forward to tell me to follow him. 
 
    The main hall was grand and obnoxiously big. 
 
    A huge red carpet, the same style as the ones that lined the corridors, was laid against the entirety of the floor, several marble planters bigger than the hood of a car housed exotic-looking succulents and flowers, and the far end of the hall had two gigantic floor-to-ceiling windows. 
 
    The windows had large panels of colorful stained glass that sent a kaleidoscope of colors across the great hall, and I could see they depicted different scenes like one with a shepherd and a herd of fluffy white sheep, as well as one that looked suspiciously like The Bleeding Hydra tavern. 
 
    “Sire!” the taller of the two guards called out as we approached the Baron. 
 
    Between the two huge windows was an equally massive wooden chair, which I guess I’d be forced to call a throne. 
 
    It was obnoxiously tall, and I realized the back was shaped exactly like the castle, with two tall spires that must’ve reached at least eight feet into the air. They were joined with a thick silver chain with a chicken egg-sized purple gemstone glittering in the center, and it was coated in the same luxurious red velvet as everywhere else in the castle. 
 
    “Now, forgive me if I’m wrong…” a syrupy voice called out as we approached. “But I was unaware of any guests today.” 
 
    “Apologies, sire,” the mustachioed guard said stiffly as we finally stopped a few feet away from where the throne and its occupant sat. “But this lad here has gold.” 
 
    The Baron studied me with hard eyes for a moment. 
 
    It was hard to tell whether he was young or old particularly, because he had a shrewd expression and studious brown eyes that looked like they’d seen a fair amount of bullshit, but his facial hair was barely a wisp, and the blond hair on his head was soft, thick and fluffy, like a golden retriever. 
 
    “Gold?” the Baron asked with a sharply raised eyebrow. “You, a no-name traveler, have gold? I don’t appreciate lies filtering through my home and my town.” 
 
    “It’s true,” the tall guard said. “He can show you.” 
 
    “Approach, boy,” the Baron said as he fixed me with an intense stare, and I tried not to let the word ‘boy’ rile me as much as I knew he wanted it to. 
 
    I quickly stepped around the two guards and stood in front of the Baron, where he remained sprawled out on his huge wooden throne with a leg half-dangling off one of the arms. 
 
    “Show me this gold,” he commanded in a lazy voice. 
 
    I fixed him with steady eyes, instead of keeping my gaze averted, and I pulled out the small pouch I’d taken from the loincloth belt of the river troll. I shook the nuggets out into the palm of my hand, and then I extended my arm so the Baron could see what I was holding. 
 
    He looked for a long moment, with his expression unchanging, and then all of a sudden he erupted into a guffaw of a laugh that echoed around the great hall. 
 
    “By the gods!” the Baron chuckled. “You really felled a troll, boy?” 
 
    “Well, if the great big gray carcass on the bank of the river about two miles due west of here is anything to go by,” I said as I pocketed my gold once again and then looked up at the Baron with a smirk. “Then yes, I did kill a troll.” 
 
    “Using just that bow and arrow?” the Baron asked as he nodded to the weapon on my back. 
 
    I’m not just any bow, Amber whispered in my mind, and I had to really focus on not bursting out into laughter at her words. 
 
    “Yes, I used the bow and arrow.” I nodded and allowed a smile to form on my face at the look of sheer childlike excitement on the Baron’s features. “I found this pouch of gold on his belt. I took it as my due for slaying him.” 
 
    You’re getting pretty good at speaking like the locals, Amber commented innocently, and I knew she was trying to get me to laugh again, so I had to bite the inside of my cheek. 
 
    “As is your right.” The Baron nodded thoughtfully. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Uhh, he claims to be called James Miller, sire.” The tall guard stepped in to confirm what I would’ve said myself, and I just shot him a questioning look. 
 
    The Baron noticed, too, and he sniffed at the two guards. 
 
    “Gentlemen, if the two of you are still here, who is guarding the main entrance to my home?” The Baron’s words were sickly sweet and said in a calming voice, but the two guards immediately paled. 
 
    They scurried off after giving hasty salutes, and the fluffy-haired ruler of Hadden studied me from his throne. 
 
    “James Miller,” he mused and then chuckled. “A strange name, for a strange man. Dressed so oddly, too. Where are you from, Sir Miller?” 
 
    “From a, uhh, settlement called Brooklyn,” I explained, and I smirked as I used Amber’s own word for the New York borough I’d called my home since I was little. “This is how we dress there.” 
 
    “I have not heard of a place called Brooklyn.” The Baron frowned. “Why haven’t I heard of Brooklyn?” 
 
    “We are… We’re a new township, newly forged, ahh, quite some distance away.” I smiled awkwardly up at the sharp-eyed Baron and shrugged. “I traveled a good while to reach your wonderful town, and I’ve taken up residence in the shack in the forest to the east.” 
 
    “And so what is your purpose here exactly?” the Baron asked quickly. 
 
    “To help, and pledge Brooklyn’s allegiance with your township,” I said. “I hope I have proven my worth by slaying the river troll without any, uhm, prior request or expectation of reward.” 
 
    My years of playing fantasy video games, and watching the extended cuts of The Lord Of The Rings trilogy, paid off massively and allowed me the ability to speak like I was from Amber’s world. 
 
    I just knew she was snickering away to herself in my head, but I kept my eyes focused on the Baron in case he saw through my ruse. 
 
    Instead, he nodded thoughtfully and huffed. 
 
    “You have most certainly proven your worth and valor, boy,” the Baron said with a wry smile. “Though, now that you have, you have also irrevocably and silently agreed to work upon my bequest.” 
 
    “… Your Grace?” I asked with a frown, and this time I really did catch Amber’s stifled giggle in the back of my mind. 
 
    “You will work for me,” he explained haughtily and waved a hand with an unnecessary amount of flourish. “You will be rewarded, of course, for all further quests fulfilled.” 
 
    “But not this one?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Is the troll’s gold not enough for you?” the Baron countered.  
 
    I didn’t want to upset my potential patron, so I let it go for now. Besides, the gold I’d gotten from the troll had already fetched me a pretty sum back in the real world, and I still had a few nuggets left.  
 
    “As long as I’m getting paid,” I replied with a shrug. “Then I’d be more than happy to, er, to be under your employ.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled!” The Baron grinned, and his boyish excitement immediately returned as soon as I’d agreed to do what he wanted. “I will send for some of the townspeople to clear the troll carcass, but for now, I already have another quest in mind for you.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked eagerly. “Lay it on me.” 
 
    “It shan’t be laid on you at all, boy.” The Baron chuckled in confusion. “By the gods, I don’t think anyone could bear to stand near a wyvern, let alone sleep beside one.” 
 
    “A wyvern?” I repeated quickly. “Like a dragon?” 
 
    “Not so fantastical,” the Baron scoffed. “But yes, a wyvern. It’s been running rampant in the hills on the other side of town, and the foul beast has taken out a healthy chunk of livestock, as well as some unfortunate children.” 
 
    “Geez.” I whistled. “Okay, wyvern. Got it. I will need to, uhm, I’ll need to prepare for this quest, if it’s okay with his… excellence.” 
 
    “Understandable,” the Baron allowed with a firm nod. “You will set off at dawn?” 
 
    “Yes, sire,” I agreed and let myself fall into a quick half-bow. “At your bequest, like you said.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing how much assistance you can provide the town of Hadden, Sir James Miller.” The Baron sniffed. “I have a mind to send you into the dungeon beneath the hill, but we shall see how you fare against the wyvern nest first. Return to me once you have slain the beast.” 
 
    With that, the Baron simply waved another hand and stared off into the distance, and I took that as my dismissal. 
 
    My interest had immediately piqued at the Baron’s mention of the dungeon. Did he mean my dungeon, with the portal and the caved-in tunnel that led who knows where? I couldn’t think of many other dungeons in the hills he could’ve been referring to, and I made a mental note to clear the rocks one day so I could fully explore. 
 
    I hurried out of the great hall and followed the same path out of the castle as the one the guards had ushered me in by. 
 
    You did so good! Amber exclaimed as soon as I’d made it past the iron gates. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled breathlessly. “Am I like, a bounty hunter now?” 
 
    So it would seem, my redheaded woman giggled in my mind. But don’t worry, I’ll help you. 
 
    “And thank God for that,” I laughed. “I feel like I’m gonna need all the help I can get. Let’s head back through the portal. I want the internet, and I want a real bed to sleep in.” 
 
    And I wanna be in my human form so I can join you, Amber added, and once again I could hear the grin in her voice. 
 
    I walked the couple of miles back to the forest and up into the trees toward the wood cabin that housed my portal’s dungeon. It was remote enough to remain undisturbed but close enough to the town that the trip could be made within an hour, although the sun had started to dip low in the sky by the time the forest trees ended up blocking it completely. 
 
    It made the light fall breeze that little bit colder, and I felt the beginnings of goosebumps start to prickle up the back of my arms as I headed toward the wooden cabin. 
 
    “Hopefully, it’s not too late by the time we get back through,” I sighed as I hauled the door open and then shoved it closed again, and I grunted as the door scraped against the floor and carved little welts into the old wood. “I need to figure out exactly how time passes out here.” 
 
    Is it really noticeably different? Amber asked curiously as I heaved the hatches away from the dungeon entrance so I could descend the spiral stone staircase. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean when I first fell back through, Aron was battering my door down for us to go to that frat party,” I reminded her. “So let’s see how late it is, shall we?” 
 
    I opened the closet door to the familiar glow of the golden portal, and I took a breath before taking a step through it. The same weird pull at my navel yanked me bodily through the back of the closet, and then in the blink of an eye, I stumbled back into my college dorm room. 
 
    I was getting used to the sensation now, and I landed on my feet and even managed to catch Amber as she toppled off my back. 
 
    “Thank you,” she giggled and then immediately leaned into me. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi.” I smiled down at her as I wound my arms around her waist. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too,” she breathed as she wound a hand up into my hair. 
 
    I leaned down to kiss her slowly, and I relished in the taste of her as she moaned quietly into my mouth. 
 
    I could see outside my window that night had fallen because it was dark and relatively quiet-- as quiet as Brooklyn ever got-- and I figured New York was an hour or two ahead of Hadden as far as time zones went, but I let the thought slip away since I was far too caught up in the taste of Amber’s lips as I kissed her. 
 
    We somehow managed to wake up early enough for me to stumble my way to one of my classes, and Amber agreed to wait for me in my dorm room while I sat through a Production 101 lecture and made notes in my cell phone because I hadn’t brought anything else with me. 
 
    I kept myself slumped at the back of the class and didn’t make eye contact with the professor, though I did notice Brad, the dickhead frat boy who’d come on to Amber at the party, was in the same class as me, and I couldn’t help but eye roll at that particular development. 
 
    Still, at least I had some form of entertainment when the professor inevitably asked Brad something about using a spectrum analyzer to check energy at different frequencies, and he stuttered like a nervous schoolgirl. 
 
    By the time I finally made it back to my dorm room, Amber had rearranged most of my things out of sheer boredom, and she looked up at me like a proud puppy dog when I stepped through the door. 
 
    “Toothpaste with the pens?” I chuckled as I scooped the tube up from my desk. 
 
    “They’re all the cylindrical things,” Amber said, as if her reasoning was totally fair. 
 
    Which I guessed it kinda was. 
 
    We spent that night together-- and did our best not to completely wear each other out-- until we eventually woke the next morning tangled up in each other’s arms. 
 
    Amber chose to accompany me to class again, even though her beautiful pale eyes had glazed over, and she looked about as bored as I would feel. But thankfully class went by quickly, and I did my best to ignore Brad as I quickly hurried back to my dorm room with Amber’s hand in mine. 
 
    “Hey!” Aron called out as I passed his room, and he slung his guitar around his neck. “You hermit, I haven’t seen you properly since the party.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I sighed as I leaned against his open door frame. “Had a lot going on.” 
 
    “You mean Amber.” I heard Honey’s snicker before I saw her, and I leaned around the door to see her slouched on Aron’s bed playing with a baseball. She flashed a wink at the redhead beside me, and Amber giggled and blushed.  
 
    “Now how on Earth did you come to that conclusion?” I asked Honey innocently. 
 
    “Because I’m not deaf. I can hear her screaming your name all night long as you give her the D.” Honey rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue, and I quickly left the two of my friends discussing my sexual habits as I darted back toward my bedroom with a wide smirk on my face. 
 
    “Ready?” Amber asked with a smile as we stood in front of my open closet again. 
 
    “If I’ve got you with me, then yes.” I grinned down at her and squeezed her hand. 
 
    I pulled the redhead toward me and into a quick kiss, and she leaned into me with a contented sigh. 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed as I reluctantly pulled away from her eager mouth. “Wyvern. Let’s do this.” 
 
    We let ourselves get yanked through the golden shimmer and through the otherworldly portal into Amber’s dimension, and I landed solidly on my feet this time. 
 
    You’re getting good at this, Amber commented in my mind, and I adjusted the beautiful wooden bow on my back with a chuckle. 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned as I skimmed my fingers across the bowstring. “I think I’m starting to feel at home here.” 
 
    I knew you would, Amber giggled. You’re a natural. 
 
    I did my now usual routine and clambered up from the dungeon and into the wood cabin, and I ensured I closed the heavy wooden shutters over the entrance to the stone staircase. 
 
    As soon as I broke free of the thick forest trees, I immediately noticed a change. 
 
    The Baron had told me the wyvern was spotted due east of the town, on the opposing hills, and when I looked across the horizon, I could now see a huge spire of shimmering gold, the same sort of glow as the portal in the closet, that reached up into the sky and dissipated into the clouds. 
 
    It was like a homing beacon, an ‘X’ marks the spot of sorts, and I realized my theory of a video game world was now all but confirmed. The Baron had given me my first quest, after I’d passed the river troll training, and so now I had a HUD to lead me there. 
 
    “Are you seeing this?” I asked Amber as I pointed at the gold tower shimmering in the distance. 
 
    I see it, Amber murmured. Though I’ve never seen anything like it. 
 
    “I have,” I replied with a chuckle. “But in digital fantasy worlds that are made for fun.” 
 
    That doesn’t sound like fun at all, Amber said in confusion.  
 
    “It is, I promise.” I grinned. “But now I get to live it for real. This is so cool.” 
 
    I glanced down at the awesome skill tree tattoo that had appeared on the back of my left hand the moment I’d first stepped through the golden portal in the back of my closet. There still weren’t any skills on them, and I wondered how I would acquire them. Were there trainers in this world? Or did I have to unlock them by killing monsters? 
 
    I couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
     “Let’s go find these wyverns,” I said. “I want to see if slaying them adds to this tattoo at all.” 
 
    Good idea, Amber said approvingly. It’s a standard for us that the more you battle, the better you become. 
 
    “Sounds like a much simpler way around things,” I chuckled as I set off toward the shining golden beacon on the horizon. “In my world, it’s mainly money that gives power.” 
 
    That’s silly, Amber scoffed. Money can’t buy strength, or intelligence, or courage. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” I agreed with the vehement redhead, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at her response. 
 
    I’d grown up not necessarily poor, but definitely not well off, and my mom had always done her best to make sure I was cared for. Especially after my dad died. 
 
    But now I’d found myself in a world where money wasn’t everything, and I could even smuggle a whole bunch back through the weird portal in my closet and buy myself some cool shit. 
 
    I made the trek over the river and into the forests on the other side of the water, and I made sure I kept my eyes up and followed the huge spire of molten gold that invaded the skyline. 
 
    There are bones. Amber’s voice was quiet in my mind, even though she didn’t have a mouth to hush herself. 
 
    “Where?” I asked quickly. 
 
    To our right, Amber mumbled. They’re burned. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    There was a small pile of bones on a black circle in the grass, and they were so broken, blackened, and charred that it was hard to tell whether they’d belonged to livestock or human beings.  
 
    “We’re getting close.” I sighed, and I pulled Amber’s bow off my back so I had it ready in my left hand. “Hey, what do you know about wyverns?” 
 
    Not a lot, Amber admitted in a voice that gave away her fear. Flies like a bird, has a tongue like a viper, and screeches like a banshee. 
 
    “And spits fire like a flamethrower, if those bones were anything to go by,” I huffed as we continued on further up the hill. “Awesome.” 
 
    Be careful, Amber murmured as I pushed further up the hill. 
 
    “The Baron said one wyvern,” I reasoned. “We can handle that.” 
 
    As if on cue, the moment the words left my lips, I heard the banshee screech Amber had mentioned. 
 
    Except it wasn’t just the one.  
 
    I peered around a huge oak tree and finally saw the wyvern nest, and I suddenly felt my throat tighten. 
 
    There was ash and charcoal everywhere, and it stained the grass of the small clearing a dirty shade of gray. A giant nest sat in the center, made up of huge broken twigs and charred bones, but it was the creatures huddled together in the middle that made fear start to prickle at the base of my spine. 
 
    Creatures, plural, because three huge wyverns all turned their heads in unison when they sensed my presence. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Three of them? Amber replied in a strained voice. 
 
    The wyverns all huffed and blinked in exact unison, as if they could hear Amber’s voice in my mind. 
 
    They were like an ugly amalgamation of every reptile I’d ever seen in my life, combined into some weird snake-like, dragonesque creature. They had visible scales that shimmered like fish skin would in the sunlight, except the three of them all had slightly different coloring.  
 
    The one furthest away from me had a blue tint to its scales, so it looked like a sentient ice sculpture, with frosty-blue and cold eyes. The one slightly to the left shimmered with pastel pinks and cool mauves, and the one closest to me, which also happened to be the biggest, had a green sheen to its scales that made it look like it was covered in a glimmering coating of moss. 
 
    Easy, Amber breathed inside of my mind, and I wasn’t sure whether she was talking to me or at the three wyverns as they stared me down from their ash-covered nest. 
 
    “You sure you don’t know anything about wyverns?” I whispered to Amber as I instinctively brought my hands up, palms outward, in the universal signal of ‘I Come In Peace.’ 
 
    No, Amber replied. But they’re just animals, right? We can kill animals. 
 
    “You said these ones spit fire and fly,” I hissed as I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. 
 
    You’ve got this, Amber told me firmly, and I could imagine her nodding with a pout forming on her perfect pink lips. You killed a river troll, and he was much bigger. 
 
    “There was also only one of him,” I replied in a strained voice. “And he was stupid. These things are--” 
 
    My words were cut off when the largest wyvern lifted its angular head up toward the sky and screamed, and the sound was so high, shrill, and downright terrifying that it made me instantly cringe. It was like nails on a chalkboard and as loud as an emergency siren, and I could see the wyvern’s pointed tongue as it lashed past rows of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    The other two creatures screamed in response to their biggest companion’s call, and the three shrieks rattled around the clearing and made my jaw clench with their ferocity. 
 
    “I guess I should just start shooting?” I yelled above the chaos. 
 
    Yes! Amber shouted in my mind. Before they take flight! 
 
    I immediately pulled an arrow from my quiver and nocked it on the string as fast as I could, and even in my hurry and panic, I noticed how natural wielding a bow and arrow had started to feel. 
 
    Maybe I had Amber to thank for that, and I made a mental note to take her to some sort of archery firing range back in Brooklyn. 
 
    I didn’t give myself the time to get lost in a daydream, though, and I immediately fired a thin arrow right at the big green wyvern’s head. My aim was true, and the arrow head catapulted toward the creature’s still open mouth, and with a satisfying thud it sunk deep into the flesh of its upper jaw. 
 
    The green wyvern’s shriek gagged and choked, and the lizard-like creature gurgled in shock and pain as it shook its head furiously. 
 
    I had about half a second of triumph before the green wyvern growled, snapped its jaw together, and ended up quite literally chewing and spitting out my little wooden arrow. 
 
    It ground its sharp yellowed teeth again and rounded on me fully, and the purple and blue wyverns immediately followed suit so I was suddenly in a full-blown staring contest with three, eight-foot-tall winged lizards. 
 
    “Shit…” I muttered. 
 
    For another split second, the wyverns studied me, with their ragged, pointed tails swaying from side to side and their cold eyes narrowed and fixated on where I stood with my bow and arrow. 
 
    Then, with a sudden whoosh, all three creatures flapped their monstrous wings, and I could see how the membrane between the bones was so thin it sparkled translucently in the sunlight as all three of them launched themselves into the sky.  
 
    They screeched and called out to each other as they circled the clearing, and I immediately dove for cover behind a charred tree stump that was about as wide as an old car. 
 
    What’s your plan? Amber asked as I caught my breath. 
 
    “No idea,” I admitted, and I quickly nocked another arrow against the tight bowstring. “Fire at them until one hits home, rinse and repeat.” 
 
    Through the throat or through the eye is probably the only way to actually kill them, Amber said in what I assumed was meant to be a helpful tone.  
 
    “So I need laser accuracy,” I sighed as I peered tentatively around the edge of the blackened tree stump. “Awesome.” 
 
    I can help, Amber reminded me. I will always help you. 
 
    “Good, ‘cause I’m gonna need it,” I grunted as I shifted myself into a better position. 
 
    The three wyverns circled high above me like eagles, and their otherworldly shrieks were so loud they made the leaves on every tree rattle as if their screams were physical sonic booms. 
 
    I let them continue their warning dance in the air above me and kept my grip firm on Amber’s sleek leather-covered grip. The tree stump was on the edge of their nest area, where the grass was almost green again as it met the tree line. The center of the clearing was covered in dark gray ash, and I could see their huge nest wasn’t just made up of broken tree branches. 
 
    There were definitely bones in the structure, too, and even though I wasn’t a surgeon familiar with anatomy, I was willing to bet good money that some of them once belonged to humans. 
 
    They’re dropping, Amber mentioned in my mind, and I looked up to see she was right. 
 
    The three wyverns had lowered their flight to just above the trees, and I could feel the beat of their skeletal wings against the air as they flapped rhythmically in order to keep afloat. 
 
    “I wonder why they haven’t fired at me yet…” I murmured as I watched them in the air above me. 
 
    They only have so much, Amber explained in my mind. It takes all of their strength to summon fire. 
 
    “So they really are the lamer version of dragons, then,” I snickered under my breath. 
 
    The green wyvern, which was the biggest of the three, took point in the group, and I figured if I could take him out first, then the other two would end up so enraged they’d become easier to pick off. 
 
    I shifted my weight into a sturdy crouch while making sure to keep the majority of my body covered by the blackened tree stump, and then I cocked my bow above the charred wood at an almost right angle. 
 
    Aim for the eye, Amber said as I looked down the length of the thin wooden arrow. 
 
    The green wyvern slowly flapped his wings again and then started to circle further down, past the tops of the trees and back into the clearing, and I held my breath tightly in my throat as I aimed. 
 
    Just as the huge, green-colored monster started to take a deep breath, and his head cocked back slightly as it prepared to shriek at the sky again, I let loose. 
 
    The arrow shot through the air with a deadly hiss, and it flew straight into the wyvern’s pointed face. My aim was true, but at the wrong angle, so the arrowhead sliced through the creature’s eye instead of burying itself into his head. 
 
    A light spray of blood exploded from the side of the wyvern’s scaly face, and its screech faltered in its throat as the two wings on either side of him flapped furiously. 
 
    He tumbled down from the sky in surprise but managed to catch himself just as he was about to hit the ground, and his clawed feet skidded into the ash and mud as he rounded on me with his left eye pouring hot sticky blood onto the shimmering green of his scales. 
 
    His two companions were still in flight, and as they called down to him in confusion, their high-pitched wails set the hairs on the back of my neck up. 
 
    The green wyvern shook his reptilian head and let out an even louder screech, and the sound was so loud, so full of fury, that it shook right through my bones. 
 
    Now he’s upset, Amber noted helpfully. 
 
    “Shit,” I growled again as I grabbed another arrow from the leather quiver on my back.  
 
    Again, Amber instructed. While he’s enraged. 
 
    I drew the bowstring tight as I gripped onto the fletching of the arrow, and I hustled around to the other side of the blackened tree trunk that acted as my only source of cover, so I could watch the wyvern scream. 
 
    His eye was now just a mess of blood on his angular face, and his snarl continued long after he’d finished his screech, like the steady thrum of an engine. He stomped his clawed feet into the ash around him and shook his head again like a huge scaly dog. 
 
    Now! Amber yelled in my head, but I had already let the arrow loose before she could call it. 
 
    We’d become so in sync with each other, with her in my head, and me carrying her, that we both knew the plan before either of us could actually voice it. 
 
    I watched as the arrow sang through the air with its own deadly song, and this time the thin shaft of wood buried itself deep into the green wyvern’s good eye, and I huffed out a breathless, triumphant laugh as the now blind creature started to stumble. 
 
    It let out a guttural, gurgling sound as it tried to figure out exactly what had just happened, but before it could let out another scream, the green wyvern fell to the ground in a heap of scales and sinewy wings and was finally still. 
 
    “Yes!” I hollered as I punched the air with my bow. 
 
    No time for celebrating, Amber said. Now the other two are really pissed with you. 
 
    The purple and blue wyverns both let out horrified screams when they realized the biggest of their group had been killed, and they flapped their wings as they prepared to immediately dive-bomb me. 
 
    They knew exactly where I was, so I quickly scrambled away from the charred tree stump and made a beeline for the trees. I figured it’d be harder for them to fly at me if I had the cover of branches, and it might be easier to fire off some arrows at them with more cover. 
 
    I skidded on the grass and broken twigs as I stuck out an arm to grab the nearest tree trunk and flung myself around it. 
 
    I could hear the two slightly smaller wyverns as they thudded to the ground, and I skittered through the trees until I found two particularly wide ones that provided some much-needed cover but were on the edge of the tree line enough that I could see the two monstrous creatures as they nudged their fallen brother with their noses. 
 
    Do it now, Amber whispered in my head. While they’re distracted. 
 
    “This is kind of crazy. I’m a city boy, remember, I’ve never gone hunting.” 
 
    You’re a natural, Amber assured me in another whisper. You’ve got this, James. 
 
    I took a steadying breath as I peered around one of the thick tree trunks, and I could see both pastel-colored wyverns still mewling softly over their fallen comrade’s lifeless body. I kept my eyes on them and reached behind my left shoulder again for another arrow, but as I unsheathed it and brought the bow up to my chest, a twig beneath my shoe suddenly snapped. 
 
    I froze as I watched both the blue and the purple wyverns whip their heads around toward the sound, and I knew in my gut that they could absolutely sense exactly where I was. 
 
    But I still had the cover of the trees now that I was no longer in the clearing, so I kept the majority of my body behind the tree trunk as I hurriedly nocked an arrow in place and brought the bowstring back. 
 
    I was too eager this time, though, probably thanks to both of those creatures immediately snapping their heads around toward me like a damn horror movie, and the wooden arrow bounced off the mauve-colored scales of the purple wyvern. 
 
    The two lizard-like creatures stared at the arrow where it laid shattered on the ground broken into pieces and then turned their gazes back to the point in the tree line where I stood. 
 
    It was almost comedic, until they opened their mouths again. 
 
    The two banshee-like shrieks reverberated loudly around the clearing, and I heard a bunch of sparrows take flight in surprise somewhere in the distance as I quickly pulled another arrow from the quiver on my back. 
 
    James. Amber’s voice suddenly had its own touch of panic. 
 
    “What?” I asked in a low voice as I kept my eyes on the reptilian beasts and nocked the arrow against the bowstring. 
 
    Maybe staying in one spot isn’t such a good idea, Amber groaned. 
 
    I was just about to question her, when the wyverns answered me themselves. 
 
    Instead of screaming in my direction, the two winged monsters took a huge breath each and spat a long tongue of fire at where I hid in the trees. 
 
    I had about half a second to react, and I flung myself forward and to the left, which got me out of the way of the flames but pushed me right back into the clearing with no cover. 
 
    “Shiiiiit!” I yelled as the wyverns screeched again, and I took off at a sprint. 
 
    The purple-colored one stomped its feet and spewed another column of roiling flames my way. I barely dodged the attack as it scorched the ground, and the frosty blue one skidded in front of me and opened its jaws. 
 
    I stumbled and jumped to the right as the two ropes of pure fire from each wyvern joined on the ground and set the already ashen mud alight again. 
 
    “Now what?” I screamed as I dodged and weaved my way around the clearing while two fantastical beasts spat gigantic balls of fire at me. 
 
    I can help! Amber shouted back in my mind, and she repeated herself over and over. I can help, I can help, I can help-- 
 
    “Okay, great!” I replied breathlessly as the blue-colored wyvern cut me off again, and I quickly scrambled out of its path. “How?” 
 
    Your tattoo, Amber gasped breathlessly. Make a choice! 
 
    I didn’t have time to look at my left hand where my skill tree thing was, because the purple-scaled wyvern met me with another screech. 
 
    I grunted as I threw myself across the clearing, and I did a full somersault over ash and mud and bone fragments as I collapsed into a breathless heap behind the wyverns’ nest. 
 
    I suddenly realized everything they were doing was them in survival mode, because as I peered through a maze of twigs and bones, I spotted two huge opalescent eggs nestled within a bed of dried moss and feathers. 
 
    “Oh, they’re gonna be real fucking pissed now,” I groaned as I edged myself around the curve of the huge nest. 
 
    Both wyverns had their angular faces pointed toward where I hid behind their nest, though they’d stopped shooting columns of fire from their throats out of fear of hurting their eggs. 
 
    I can help! Amber repeated in a desperate voice. Make your choice! 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean!” I panted. “I’m sure you can help, but--” 
 
    The tattoo! Amber shouted desperately in my mind as the wyverns both started to stalk toward me again. Choose! 
 
    I looked down at my left hand where it gripped onto the smooth wood of Amber’s bow and finally noticed what she was referring to. 
 
    The tree-like tattoo on the back of my hand had two new icons below a marking that resembled the bow and arrow. One looked kind of like a snowflake, and the other resembled a flame. 
 
    “What, I can imbue arrows with special powers now?” I let out a surprised, adrenaline-fueled chuckle. 
 
    You have to choose! Amber repeated with a groan. Now! 
 
    “Ice!” I yelled at my hand as I skittered around the edge of the nest. “I choose ice, give me the ice power!” 
 
    Amber’s bow suddenly became freezing to the touch, though just for an elongated second, and the sensation surprised me so much that I let out a shocked yell and dropped the weapon into the muddy ash at my feet.  
 
    I watched in awe as the polished wood glowed momentarily with a neon blue light, and when it faded, I could see a gorgeous sapphire-like gem inlaid right into the wood itself, exactly where the grip was. 
 
    Try it now! Amber said excitedly.  
 
    I scooped the bow back up, grabbed an arrow from the quiver, and quickly nocked it onto the string. The two wyverns huffed and snorted and clawed at the ground in frustration, both of them desperate to spit fire at me but cautious not to destroy their eggs and nest. 
 
    I pulled the arrow tight in the string and quickly took aim at the closest wyvern, which was the blue-colored one that already looked like it was covered in a morning frost. 
 
    The arrow sang through the air, and the moment it came into contact with the fire-breathing wyvern, an actual frost spread out across the creature’s blue scales from where the arrow had sunk into its back leg. It was only a flesh wound for the creature, but the added ice element almost froze its leg, and the beast let out a long surprised groan as the ice continued to spread. 
 
    The wyvern let out a frustrated screech and bent its long neck around, until its teeth started to grapple with the icy arrow stuck in its back leg. It eventually managed to snap and yank the arrow out, and the frost quickly dissipated. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s cool,” I breathed as I quickly grabbed another arrow. 
 
    We need to get them in the throat, Amber said decidedly. We need to turn their fire into ice. 
 
    “If we can freeze them completely, we can shatter them.” I nodded in eager agreement with my warrior woman. “Good thinking.” 
 
    Aim, fire, and I’ll make sure those arrows hit, Amber said confidently. The blue one, it’s still disoriented. Focus on that one first. 
 
    I did as suggested and aimed another arrow at the blue-scaled creature, and I waited impatiently for it to turn toward me once again. But it was like I’d managed to actually make it wary of me, and it just clawed at the ashy ground in frustration while its purple-colored mate did the same. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” I muttered under my breath as I watched them. 
 
    For you to get impatient, Amber replied in a whisper in the back of my head. 
 
    “Well, lucky for them, patience is not my forte,” I groaned and then suddenly heaved myself away from the wyvern nest before Amber could tell me to stop. 
 
    I took off at a sprint and didn’t look back as I headed toward the tree line once again. The two wyverns let out furious shrieks the moment they saw me, and I ducked and weaved and did my best to ignore my instinct to run in a dead straight line. 
 
    James, watch out! Amber shouted in my head. 
 
    I let the trust I had in her take over and dared to look over my shoulder as I ran. The purple-scaled wyvern had stretched its long jaws wide open to reveal a row of jagged yellow teeth covered in saliva and a fireball roiling inside its throat as it prepared to launch its attack. 
 
    I kept my legs moving but grabbed an arrow from the quiver and brought Amber’s bow up with my left arm.  
 
    “Time for some cool shit,” I grunted as I swung the bow around. 
 
    I used the momentum of my swing to push myself off the ground and out to the side, so that I jumped at an almost perfect right angle. In the split second where my feet left the ground, I pulled the arrow and bowstring tight, took aim at the open jaw of the purple-scaled wyvern, and fired. 
 
    The arrow whistled through the air as I tumbled to the ground, and I instinctively rolled so my momentum carried me even further away from the two scaly creatures that were hot on my tail. The ice-imbued arrow struck gold, because just as the purple wyvern’s throat started to bubble with fire that licked its way up past its teeth, the frost took over. 
 
    The ice-powered arrow froze the fire in the beast’s throat until it let out a surprised, strangled choke and then another whimper as the purple wyvern tried to catch a breath, and it skidded to a desperate halt as it writhed in shock and fear at what was happening inside its body. 
 
    Shoot it again! Amber urged. Whilst it’s in the freezing process. Shoot it again! 
 
    I didn’t need to, though, because just as I was about to take Amber’s advice, the other wyvern with the blue-tinted scales suddenly collided with its purple mate, and the blue creature made the other one shatter into a sudden cloud of glassy scales. 
 
    The blue wyvern scrambled to claw its feet into the ground to stop itself in its tracks, and it sniffed and growled at the pile of lilac-colored rocks that were now heaped where the purple wyvern just stood. 
 
    I can’t imagine how confused that thing is gonna be, Amber giggled in my head. One more, James, you can do this. 
 
    “Easy.” I shrugged with a smirk and nocked another arrow onto Amber’s bow. 
 
    The blue wyvern lifted its head toward the sky and let out a familiar banshee shriek, but the sound barely fazed me anymore. 
 
    I put my free fingers to my mouth and whistled in reply, and the blue wyvern whipped its ugly head around to face me. I didn’t even bother running this time and decided to use the beast’s own anger against it. The blue-scaled wyvern ran at me full tilt, with anger in its slitted eyes and sheer fiery fury in its throat.  
 
    I waited until the flames were licking past its teeth before I cocked my icy arrow and released it again, and this time it hit the jackpot. I watched as the frozen arrow sailed straight down the wyvern’s long neck, and the thing completely froze from the inside out. The fire within the creature froze into jagged spikes that pushed out through the muscle and scales until the beast exploded just like its purple predecessor. 
 
    I stood for a moment in the ashy clearing with my heartbeat loud in my ears, and my chest heaved with the exertion as I slowly released the iron tight grip I had on Amber’s bow. 
 
    You did it! Amber whooped in my head, and her excitable voice broke the spell. 
 
    I let out a loud laugh and doubled over as I caught my breath. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled. “Wyverns! Never again!” 
 
    Maybe again, Amber chuckled. You are skilled at defeating them. 
 
    “Well, at least now with your new ice arrows, I know how to defeat them.” I grinned as I lifted Amber’s bow up to inspect the new addition to its arsenal. 
 
    The gem that was now inlaid into the bow was a true blue, like a beautiful sapphire, except the stone wasn’t clear. It was full of shards and spikes that looked like tiny icicles trapped in the gemstone itself. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I murmured as I ran my thumb across the surface. 
 
    It was a good choice, Amber said approvingly. Though I’d have liked to have seen fire arrows, too. 
 
    “If there’s one for ice, there’ll be another for fire somewhere,” I offered as I trudged my way across the clearing and toward the wyvern nest.  
 
    Having both could be fun, Amber said, and I could hear the grin in her voice. Why are you going back to the nest? 
 
    “Just checking it out.” I shrugged as I slung Amber’s bow across my back. “I wanted to grab one of those wyvern eggs, too.” 
 
    What for? Amber asked curiously. 
 
    “Proof,” I grunted as I grabbed the ridge of the nest so I could pull my legs over. “I need to show the Baron we defeated them.” 
 
    Good thinking, Amber said approvingly. 
 
    “Whoa…” I whistled as I hopped down into the nest. 
 
    It was like a graveyard, with numerous bones and skulls covered in ash, moss, and broken tree branches. 
 
    Well, definitely a good thing we hunted these things, Amber said with a grimace in her voice.  
 
    “Yeah, they held no prisoners…” I murmured, and I trudged my way through the suspiciously squishy nest and over to where the eggs were nestled in a particularly soft patch of dried algae and moss. 
 
    They looked like giant opals and had a sheen that caught the sunlight much like the scales of their fully-grown counterparts, and I realized there were three of them nestled together. 
 
    “I’ll take one, but should I destroy the other two?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    Probably a good idea, Amber agreed. If they hatch, we’d only end up with another wyvern problem close to town. 
 
    “Would they actually hatch without something to incubate and protect them?”  
 
    Do you want to take that chance?  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I sighed. “It just feels wrong.” 
 
    You’re doing the people of Hadden a great service, James, Amber said softly. Don’t forget that. 
 
    I scooped up one of the pearl-colored eggs and with a reluctant groan smashed the other two with my foot. 
 
    Luckily, it was just goo and yolk and not a half-grown creature, so I didn’t feel quite so bad. 
 
    “Hey, look at that.” I kicked some of the scaly shell away and bent down to pick up a very beaten-up sheet of parchment. 
 
    What is it? Amber asked curiously. 
 
    “It looks like… A map,” I said as I shook the page out. “Yeah, look. There’s Hadden. And the part of the river where I found you beneath the tree, that’s also been marked on here.” 
 
    My location was marked? Amber asked. Why would they mark my location? Trolls tend to move around a bit, so it wouldn’t have been for that. 
 
    “Maybe whoever wrote this map knew about you,” I offered. 
 
    But that must mean they knew of others trapped like me? Amber asked excitedly. Right? That would make sense, wouldn’t it? Is there anything else marked on the map? 
 
    “A few things, actually,” I chuckled. “Hadden and the river troll were marked, but it mostly shows the dungeon beneath my cabin. I wonder who wrote it.” 
 
    Probably the owner of some of these bones. Amber sighed. Which is a shame. 
 
    “Yeah, that is a shame,” I agreed as I clambered back out of the wyvern nest, with the glittering egg safely nestled under one arm and the dogeared map in my other hand. “But we’ll study it properly once we’re back in Brooklyn.” 
 
    Let’s get back to the Baron, then, Amber said happily. And get your hard-earned payment. Can you tell me more about the things you can buy in your world with the gold? It is so exciting. 
 
    “Sure.” I spent the entire rest of our journey back to the Baron’s castle trying to explain to Amber how by doing the Baron’s tasks, I’d end up with a huge bank account balance. Then I had to actually explain the process of a bank account to her, and then I told her about what I could spend the money on, like awesome food, clothes for her, a new car, and an amazing house. 
 
    Once I’d actually gotten into the castle, I had to stop my rambling about how badly I wanted to get my own apartment with all the money I’d earn, because I figured talking to the voice inside my head would’ve caused some problems. 
 
    I found myself wishing for a way to be able to communicate with Amber without coming across like a madman, and I started to wonder whether I could speak telepathically to her in the same way she could to me. 
 
    I made a mental note to practice with her as I nodded to the guards that were standing on either side of the entrance to the great hall, and the two of them pushed the gigantic wooden doors open for me as I approached. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” the Baron called out to me when he saw me, and then his shrewd eyes became wide and greedy when he spotted the wyvern egg nestled within the crook of my arm. “Well, I take it you were successful in your endeavor!” 
 
    “There were three wyverns,” I said pointedly. “I brought this egg back as proof.” 
 
    “Oh, very well done!” The Baron clapped his hands together and motioned for one of the guards behind him to collect the egg from me. “Three wyverns, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, your excellency.” I nodded. “It was quite a challenge.” 
 
    I wanted to play up to my success, because I figured I could probably get a lot more gold for my troubles. 
 
    “I have no doubt it was, and yet here you stand, victorious.” The Baron smirked down at me from where he was sprawled across one arm of his throne with his left foot dangling carelessly over the side. 
 
    “I told you, I pledged my services to the town of Hadden.” I smiled back up at him and could feel the excitement of another payday pushing its way into my grin. “I trust you’ll pay me accordingly for those services.” 
 
    “Why, of course!” the Baron exclaimed, almost like he was affronted that I’d come to him under the assumption I’d have to ask. “Three wyverns, with nothing but a bow. You are quite the warrior, Sir Miller, and you deserve the fame and fortune that goes with it. Pay him.” 
 
    The Baron flicked another lazy hand at another guard, who immediately hurried over to hand me a small velvet sack of gold. I opened the drawstring and tried to keep my wide eyes in check. 
 
    It was almost double what I’d won from the troll, and I started doing frantic mental math in my head to work out how much real-world money I had in my hand. 
 
    “Your generosity is much appreciated.” I cleared my throat and closed the drawstring pouch. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir Miller,” the Baron said, and he was suddenly serious. “You rid the town of not just a nuisance, but a danger. I am thankful, truly.” 
 
    “Well…” I smirked up at the brown-haired Baron as I wound the pouch full of gold into my fist so I could keep a grip on it. “Any other monsters that need slaying, you know who to ask.” 
 
    “And how shall I find you?” the Baron asked.  
 
    I didn’t want to give him the exact location of my cabin, so I gave him a general location in the woods that was a little ways out from my homebase. I also planned to visit Hadden semiregularly, to see if the Baron had quests for me.  
 
    As the sun started to set over the town of Hadden, and I left the Baron’s castle with another hefty pouch of raw gold nuggets, I listened to Amber’s anecdotes while I traveled back toward the forest where my little wood shack housed the closet and the portal. 
 
    I lifted the heavy wooden shutters and clambered down into the stone dungeon just as dusk had fallen, and I let the swirling gold portal transport us back through into my world. 
 
    I landed on my feet, and Amber slid off my back with a giggle, though not before she planted a lingering kiss against my neck. 
 
    “Hi.” She smiled as she wrapped her arms around me. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Ahh, you just say that to all the guys who rescue you from being trapped in a sentient weapon.” I grinned as I held her close to me and breathed in the sweet smell of her red hair. 
 
    Amber pulled away so she could look up at me, and I instantly recoiled in surprise. 
 
    “What?” she asked quickly with a frown forming on her face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I replied and pulled her close again. “I’m sorry, nothing’s wrong, I just… Here, look.” 
 
    I led her over to my bathroom and stood behind her so she could inspect her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” she muttered as she locked eyes with herself, and then she looked up at me still in the reflection. 
 
    I’d always liked the pale gray of Amber’s eyes, but they’d now changed completely. Now when she looked up at me, her eyes had transformed into the exact same shade of blue as the ice power gemstone on her bow.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    “There’s definitely a good handful of other possibilities,” I murmured to Amber as I scanned the dog-eared piece of yellowed parchment. 
 
    The map we’d found buried under burned human bones and dusty ash in the wyvern nest quite clearly showed Amber’s riverside location, from when she was trapped in her bow form, as well as several other significant sketches that all seemed to reside beneath my cabin and in the dungeon itself. 
 
    There was what looked like a helmet in a far corner, though nothing else with it, and there was also a drawing of a longsword by what looked like an underground swamp of some kind, and several other places of note were dotted around the dungeon that sprawled beneath my cabin and in the hills upon which it rested. 
 
    I figured the dungeon that technically housed my portal was worth exploring, but now even more so since we had a map confirming the potential location of others like Amber. 
 
    Maybe I could look into clearing the caved-in tunnel beneath my cabin somehow. There were dozens of sprawling tunnels that went off the edges of this map. Perhaps one led to the room under my homebase. 
 
    “I’d love to see if we could find any others,” Amber sighed wistfully, as if she’d read my thoughts. “If there are weapons with trapped souls or consciousness, or whatever, I’d love to try and set them free. Maybe then we can try and work out who did this to us and why.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed and shot her a warm smile. “I told you I’d help you in any way I could, so consider that our mission.” 
 
    “Okay.” Amber grinned widely. “Thank you, James.” 
 
    “Let’s get some sleep,” I replied and matched her smile. “It’s late, and I’ve actually gotta go to some classes tomorrow.” 
 
    We both climbed into bed, but it was a long while before we actually fell asleep, not because we were both entirely distracted by how our bodies felt pressed up against one another, although admittedly that was a very strong factor. But we spent way too much time spitballing theories and making potential plans to explore Amber’s world, and it was definitely a stupid time of the morning before we both eventually passed out with our arms and legs tangled up with each other. 
 
    We were rudely awakened the next morning by my cell phone vibrating against my computer desk, where I’d left it charging the night before, and Amber groaned into my chest as I started to move. 
 
    “Don’t…” she mumbled. “Just stay.” 
 
    “If I don’t, then that thing will continue to wake up the entire dorm,” I said with a soft chuckle, and I gently unwrapped her arm from around my stomach and slid out from beneath the comforter. 
 
    Amber sighed deeply and stretched out on my bed the moment I’d left it, with her freckled skin still bare and her red hair a fiery chaos on the pillows. I could’ve pretended to roll my eyes at her starfishing, but the curve of her ass and the soft dips at her shoulder blades were entirely too distracting. 
 
    I padded across the room to where my cell phone was still blaring ‘Carry On Wayward Son’ and finally hit the snooze button, and sweet silence filled my dorm room once again. 
 
    “You gonna come hang out with me today?” I murmured as I sat back down on the edge of my bed and wormed an arm beneath Amber’s snoozing body. 
 
    She groaned again, playfully this time, and rolled over enough that her perky breasts spilled out beneath her, and she could flick a strand of red hair away from her now sparklingly blue eyes. 
 
    “I’ll go wherever you are,” Amber muttered sleepily, and she ran a hand gently over my thigh and up toward my boxers. “Forever.” 
 
    I leaned down to kiss her, and her sleepy sighs and the way she pressed her body up against mine almost persuaded me to play hooky and stay wrapped up in bed with her all day.  
 
    But if I started skipping classes, I would be in danger of flunking, and I couldn’t get kicked out of this dorm. Not before I figured out how to get this wardrobe out of my dorm room and into a place of my own and helped Amber figure out what happened to her. 
 
    So, I eventually managed to pull myself away from the intoxicating redhead long enough for us both to get dressed and head toward my first class. 
 
    The only clothing Amber had traveled into my world with was the raw leather dress, and as hot and as tight and as attractive as it was, other people would’ve started to ask questions as to why my girlfriend kept wearing the same thing. 
 
    So I’d made up some bullshit excuse to Honey about how Amber’s luggage had gotten lost, and my neighbor gracefully loaned my portal-hopping girlfriend a pair of jeans and a flannel button down, and I’d happily given up a handful of band shirts that couldn’t quite keep my biceps in check any longer. 
 
    “Do I look okay?” Amber asked, as if she could sense me daydreaming about her, and I looked up. 
 
    She’d tied her messy red hair up into an even messier bun, with long tendrils of hair already making a desperate escape attempt, so her gorgeous face was perfectly framed with auburn waves. She’d pulled on her borrowed gray jeans and stolen an Iron Maiden shirt that I’d cut the sleeves off, and considering how I couldn’t exactly ask Honey for underwear, Amber was totally commando. 
 
    Which was distracting enough, knowing she was commando in her jeans, but it also meant the Iron Maiden shirt showed the perfect swell of her breasts whenever she moved her arms, and I hurriedly handed her the flannel button down Honey had loaned us. 
 
    “In case you get cold,” I offered with a tight grin. 
 
    Amber just shrugged and tied the shirt around her slim waist, which only accentuated the fact that her breasts were bare beneath my band shirt. 
 
    I swallowed the groan sitting high in my throat and grabbed her hand as we left my dorm room. 
 
    “Remind me again what’s the point of this?” Amber whispered twenty minutes later from where she was sitting in the seat next to me at the back of the lecture hall, with her newly blue eyes hooded and sleepy. 
 
    I tried to keep at least half of my focus on my music professor’s elongated speech about how current uses of expanded tonal harmonies are reminiscent of the works of neoclassical greats like blah blah blah, but I eventually glanced across at the gorgeous redhead. 
 
    The moment I laid eyes on her, my professor’s voice faded into the background, and I found myself daydreaming about pulling her into the bathrooms and pushing my hands up beneath her borrowed Iron Maiden shirt. Then I blinked a couple times before remembering she’d asked a question. 
 
    “We study here, to get degrees, so we can get jobs,” I explained in a hushed tone. 
 
    “So, you learn something without actually doing the thing?” Amber clarified with a raised eyebrow. “That just seems like a waste of time.” 
 
    “I do sort of agree.” I smiled. “I don’t really need to know a good portion of this stuff in order to be good at what I do.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just… Do what you want to do, and learn to be better and hone your skills while performing the ones you can already do?” Amber pointed out matter-of-factly.  
 
    “For the hundredth time.” I smirked as I reached across to hold her hand. “You are absolutely and completely right.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Amber giggled, and she held my hand between both of hers in her lap. 
 
    “Am I interrupting, Mr. Miller?” my professor’s voice suddenly called out, and I whipped my head around at the sound of my name. 
 
    “No, sir,” I quickly said and blinked innocently. “Not at all.” 
 
    I tried my best to ignore Amber’s smirk in the corner of my eye, and I had to bite down on my own lip to keep a straight face as my professor begrudgingly carried on with his lecture. 
 
    We spent the rest of the day hanging around the quad, and we found a little wooden bench tucked beneath the shade of a huge silver maple tree on the west side of the plaza that gave us a perfect view of the campus without having to worry about being interrupted. 
 
    Until Honey texted me in our group chat with Aron, and I begrudgingly told them about mine and Amber’s spot. 
 
    “Not interrupting anything, are we?” Honey asked knowingly as she flung her backpack onto the ground and then quickly followed suit. 
 
    “Not that they’d pay us any mind.” Aron smirked as he joined Honey on the grass beside the tree trunk. “We hear everything.” 
 
    My long-haired friend waggled his eyebrows as he pulled a cigarette out of his packet with his teeth, and I just rolled my eyes as Amber’s freckled skin flushed a light shade of pink. 
 
    “Is it that bad?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s sexy,” Honey immediately said, though she laughed at the sight of Amber’s mild embarrassment. “But it’s college, it’s par for the course.” 
 
    “True.” I nodded encouragingly as I slung an arm around the redhead’s shoulders and grinned down at my two friends. “At least I’m giving you the true college experience.” 
 
    “The American Dream.” Aron laughed loudly as he exhaled a pale blue cloud of cigarette smoke. “Right.” 
 
    “Oh, my god!” Honey suddenly gasped as she leaned forward. “Amber, did you get contacts?”  
 
    “Con… tacts?” the redhead repeated with a confused expression. 
 
    “Yes,” I cut in before I shot Amber a subtle look. “She said she wanted to try something different, so she got blue contacts for her eyes.”  
 
    “Ugh, they look amazingggg,” Honey said and then started talking about how the one time she tried colored contacts, they fell out during sex.  
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing Honey’s apparently very lavish sexual history while uncontrollably belly laughing, and it was an almost welcome break from the intensity of being a monster slayer in a video game world.  
 
    Though I was still itching to jump back through the portal in my closet and explore even more and earn more gold. I even offered to take Amber shopping to spend some of my new wealth, but she said she was tired and just wanted to hang out with my friends, so I took the hint and relaxed.  
 
    For now. But the thought of the other world still lingered in the back of my mind.  
 
    I’d also noticed a change in my physiology in the real world as I gained experience in Amber’s world, and I was excited to see exactly what could cross over through the portal. My muscles felt stronger, my T-shirts were tighter, and I even felt like I stood a little taller. Whatever I gained in the video game world, I seemed to gain in the real world by some degree, too. 
 
    Amber included. 
 
    I looked across at the beautiful redhead as she and Honey laughed about something Aron had just asked about the female anatomy, and I found myself just smiling serenely at the three of them. 
 
    This portal to the other world in my closet was pretty amazing, and I couldn’t help but daydream about how much my life was going to change once I really started selling all the gold nuggets. There was still a long list of tasks I needed to do in the next few weeks so I could seriously start earning gold nuggets in this fantasy world, like buy a gun-- well, register to buy a gun and then wait the month or however long it took to get one in New York-- buy some survival equipment, and then seriously map out the strange fantasy world. Then I needed to get a place of my own and figure out how to steal the wardrobe out of the dorm room so I could use it at home. 
 
    Then I’d accumulate more wealth until I never needed to worry about school or living expenses. The thought was amazing, and I couldn’t wait for my mom to see how successful I was going to become. 
 
    I’d known that staying in Brooklyn would serve me well, it wasn’t just so my mom could still text me in the same time zone. 
 
    I immediately pulled my cell phone out at the thought because I hadn’t replied to a message of hers from the other day, so I quickly typed a message out to her explaining that I was just busy, and I’d come and visit her soon. 
 
    “We’re gonna go grab a pretzel,” Honey suddenly said as she dragged Amber to her feet, and I reluctantly let my other arm fall away from the beautiful redhead’s shoulders. “Do you guys want anything?” 
 
    “A soda wouldn’t go amiss.” I grinned up at my friend and my otherworldly girlfriend. 
 
    “Yeah, I could go for a Dr. Pepper,” Aron agreed eagerly. “Thanks, girls.” 
 
    Amber waved over her shoulder as she followed Honey across the campus and toward the wrought-iron gate, and I shot her a smile as I watched her go. 
 
    “Where’d you guys meet?” Aron asked as he wedged another white-tipped cigarette between his teeth. “You two seem absolutely in love with each other.” 
 
    “Shit, I guess we probably are.” I laughed. “We met, uhm, just before college started. She lived in my building.” 
 
    I let the white lie roll off my tongue and studied Aron out of the corner of my eye for any disbelief, but my metalhead friend just nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “She’s cool,” he said after a moment. “She fits in with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think she’s pretty awesome.” I smirked. “Just need to watch out for Honey trying to steal her.” 
 
    “Nawwww,” Aron snickered as he lit his cigarette and blew a long column of smoke out from the corner of his mouth. “Honey’s only talked about how hot she thinks you are.” 
 
    “Uhhh, isn’t she gay?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “As far as I know.” He shrugged.  
 
    “What about you, though?” 
 
    “What about me?” Aron asked as he leaned back against the tree and watched the people that milled around the quad. 
 
    “No girlfriend?” I asked. “Or boyfriend?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” Aron snorted. “Neither. I had a high school sweetheart that went to shit when I decided to move cross country, and so here I am. Single and awesome.” 
 
    “You’re not interested in anyone at all?” I grinned. “There’s gotta be someone, surely.” 
 
    “Well, there’s this one girl who plays guitar, I’ve seen her down in the practice rooms, she’s a total smokeshow but definitely out of my le--” 
 
    Aron’s excited anecdote was suddenly cut off when we both heard Honey’s frantic shout from across the quad. 
 
    “James!” our friend called out in a panicked tone. “Aron!” 
 
    I immediately leapt up from the bench and took off across the campus, with Aron hot on my tail and almost every student turning their heads to watch us. 
 
    Amber was slumped against Honey’s side and barely able to keep herself on her feet, and her long auburn hair had fallen in front of her face as she stumbled drunkenly along. 
 
    “Amber!” I yelled when I saw the barely conscious redhead, and I sprinted the rest of the way to her side. “Hey, Amber, hey, I’m here.” 
 
    “James?” she mumbled as her head rolled to the side, and her hair fell out of her face enough that one of her crystal blue eyes could squint up at me. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” I replied softly and wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “She got real woozy,” Honey said as she gently passed Amber over to me. “I thought she was gonna faint.” 
 
    “Amber,” I murmured and brushed her hair away from her face. “Hey, how you doin’?” 
 
    “I don’t feel very well.” She sighed and leaned her body against mine. 
 
    “I’m gonna take her back to my room,” I told my friends. 
 
    “It might just be a migraine or something, but it came on so suddenly,” Honey said as she chewed on her bottom lip. “Keep us posted, okay?” 
 
    “You got it,” I agreed, and then I smiled gratefully at Honey. “Thank you for helping her.” 
 
    “Of course.” She shrugged, still gnawing fretfully at her bottom lip. “Keep her safe.” 
 
    I slowly guided Amber back toward Dalton Hall, and her soft, ragged breathing started to become a little more regular by the time I shut my dorm room door behind us. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked with a frown as I set her down on my bed. 
 
    Amber sighed deeply and rubbed at her eyes, and she finally opened both of them wide enough to fix me with a grateful smile. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she told me. “I think… I don’t think I can be too far away from you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I pushed a stray wave of red hair behind her ear. 
 
    “As soon as we got a little further away from you, toward the gates…” Amber sighed and took my hand in hers from where it still caressed her cheek. “It felt like I was fading away. But you brought me back, James.” 
 
    “You think that’s why you got so weak?” I asked softly. “Because you weren’t close to me anymore?” 
 
    “Yes.” Amber nodded. “Which sounds strange, but it was as soon as I couldn’t see you. I can’t be apart from you.” 
 
    “I have no qualms with that.” I smiled as I wrapped her up into a tight hug. 
 
    “It was like I couldn’t hold my human form for much longer,” Amber mumbled into my chest. “It felt like I was gonna change back into my bow form.” 
 
    “Here?” I confirmed with surprise, but I quickly covered it up with a reassuring smile. “Well, even more reason for us to work out how to get you permanently back into your human self. Or at least find a way that you can switch between the two.” 
 
    “That would be good,” Amber sighed into my t-shirt, but she still sounded exhausted. “Could we maybe go back through the portal?” 
 
    “Whatever you want to do.” I nodded. 
 
    “I think it would help to transform again,” Amber said quietly. “It sort’ve gives me a chance to rest.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    Amber and I stepped through the portal in the back of my closet, and I felt the familiar yank somewhere by my stomach as the shimmering gold wall sucked me into the video game world. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured as my feet came into contact with cold stone, and I touched the bowstring on my chest and the quiver of arrows on my back. “You okay?” 
 
    Much better, Amber breathed in my mind.  
 
    “Let’s go and check out one of the places we found on the map,” I offered as I pushed the closet door closed against the golden portal back to my world. “It looked like most of the places were inside the dungeon, and if it goes fully into the hills, it’s probably huge.” 
 
    So it’s definitely worth exploring, Amber agreed amicably. Plus, if what the map says is true, and we can find others like me, then that brings us closer to figuring out how to get me back in my body in my own world. 
 
    “I wonder why you transform back into your human form in my world?” I wondered. 
 
    I had a theory about this, Amber said excitedly, and she almost sounded like her usual self again. Your world doesn’t deal in magic. So whatever curse or hex was placed on me, it doesn’t hold any weight in your world as long as I’m within sight of you. 
 
    “Because the magic doesn’t exist.” I nodded thoughtfully. “That’s probably pretty accurate, actually.” 
 
    See, I’m not just a pretty face, Amber giggled. 
 
    “You do have a pretty face, too, though.” I smirked as I looked around the large underground room I stood in. 
 
    It should’ve probably instilled a little fear in me, and maybe in the real world it would have, but here the dungeon felt almost as if it were mine to explore at will. The walls had burning torches in iron sconces nailed right into the stone every couple of feet in order to light my way to the exit and staircase, and I studied the closest one as it flickered and burned. 
 
    “How are these lit?” I wondered out loud as the flames danced against the oil-soaked cloth. 
 
    Magic, most likely, Amber said offhandedly. 
 
    “You say that so casually,” I chuckled and then shook my head. “I’m still trying to get used to it.” 
 
    Well, you’re doing pretty good so far, Amber giggled in my mind. So, are we going exploring, then? 
 
    “Yes,” I told her, but then I sighed heavily as my eyes trailed over to the rubble-filled archway. “The only problem is that cave-in.” 
 
    The stone room around me was bare save the torches, and the closet that held the golden portal back to my world was housed in a small stone chamber with only two exits: the staircase to the cabin above, and the caved-in tunnel I’d seen when I first arrived in this world. 
 
    I suspected the only way into the dungeon proper was past the huge tunnel cave-in to my left, but I didn’t currently have the means to clear it all by myself. 
 
    Well, I probably could, but it would’ve taken me hours if not an entire day to move each heavy chunk of gray stone by hand, and there was a potential of me fucking it up even more, so I decided our best bet was to explore the woods around the cabin in case there was some other way down into the dungeon hidden in the hills. 
 
    I mentioned this to Amber as I crossed the stone chamber and started to climb up the stone staircase, and she hummed in agreement. 
 
    We’ll definitely have to clear that cave-in at some point, she reasoned as I heaved the heavy wooden shutters down against the entrance to the staircase and breathed in a lungful of fresh woodsy air. 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “But if this dungeon in the hills is as big as we think it is, then there must be another way into it, hidden somewhere in these woods, right?” 
 
    Right, Amber said with confidence. Hopefully close by. 
 
    As soon as she’d said the words-- in my mind, but still-- a faint golden glow appeared between the trees some ways in front of me. 
 
    “No way,” I snorted as I peered through the branches. “Do you see that?” 
 
    It’s like the beacon we saw that guided us to the wyvern nest, Amber murmured. Showing you the way? 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I agreed in an equally reverent tone. “Sure beats GPS, though.” 
 
    What’s GPS? Amber immediately asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I chuckled softly and shook my head as I pushed through the woods toward the source of the golden light. 
 
    It took me about ten minutes to reach it, and by the time I had, the swirling gold had almost dissipated into thin air, as if it’d done its job and was clocking out. 
 
    In the ground, Amber muttered in my mind. Underneath that fallen branch to your left. 
 
    I noticed exactly what Amber had referred to almost immediately. I could see a moss-covered stone directly beneath a huge fallen tree bough, so I heaved the branch out of the way to reveal a small entrance, barely the width of my shoulders. 
 
    And I’d bet all the gold I had that it went down into the dungeon. 
 
    “Jackpot.” I grinned. “I can’t see any footholds, though.” 
 
    Just lower yourself down, if you can, Amber said in a worried voice. Don’t break your ankle. 
 
    “Great, I’ll keep that in mind.” I chuckled as I dusted the entrance free of crinkled leaves and twigs. 
 
    It was dark below, and it looked almost as out of place as the swirling gold portal in my closet. 
 
    Well, not quite so out of place. 
 
    But it was definitely weird, a perfect stone circle set into a forest floor, with nothing around it other than dried leaves and mud and whatever the hell else frequented a forest floor. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the stone circle and dangled my legs into the opening, and all I could feel was empty air. Then I bent down to stick my arms in and breathed a sigh of relief when I felt shallow indents in the stone wall that would at least give me somewhere to wedge my toes as I made my descent. 
 
    I shimmied my lower body into the entrance and held myself there with just my arms, until I found a particular foothold that didn’t feel like it’d crumble away at the slightest touch. With grunts, huffs and maybe a slight twinge of preemptive fear, I fully submerged myself into the stone circle built right into the forest floor, until finally my feet touched the ground below. 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t so bad.” I laughed as I looked up to see the halo of light coming from the forest, only a few feet above me. 
 
    Then I glanced at the tunnel around me. It was man, or maybe magic made, given the lit torches that continued on into the darkness. Nothing jumped out and attacked me, though, so I’d take it as a win. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see if I can find where we’re at,” I muttered. 
 
    I pulled the rolled-up parchment sheet out of my pocket as I walked over to the closest lit torch on the wall and unfolded it to inspect the map we’d found in the wyvern nest. 
 
    The map wasn’t exactly perfect, but I was able to estimate where we were given the landmark of my cabin and how long it took me to reach this second entrance. I deduced I was in one of two small, winding tunnels, but it looked like they went in the same direction and possibly converged, so that was good. 
 
    “Alright, I think we’re here, and there’s the sword in the swamp.” I pointed at the map, even though Amber didn’t necessarily need me to because she could see everything I could see anyway. “A swamp inside a dungeon?” 
 
    Not unheard of, Amber reasoned. This place is already pretty damp, and obviously massive. If it’s here, buried in the hills, then we’ll find it. Does the map give any more information than that? 
 
    “Sadly not.” I sighed as I rolled the parchment back up into a tight scroll and pocketed it. “Why? Are there creepy swamp monsters I should be wary of?” 
 
    I’d asked almost as a joke, but Amber’s reply was sadly serious. 
 
    Shock eels in the water, ogres sometimes, probably more trolls, too. Amber listed the creatures off casually. As far as I know, swamps are like a free-for-all. 
 
    “Ahhh,” I sighed. “Well, I’ve defeated trolls and wyverns so far, bring on the swamp monsters.” 
 
    You’re a professional at this point, Amber snickered in my head. 
 
    “Damn right I am,” I murmured with a grin, and I set off through the winding dungeon corridors with Amber’s bow form secure on my back. “Let’s see what we can find, then.” 
 
    It was impossible to tell whether much time had passed inside the claustrophobic stone walls, and it’d become much cooler the further into the dungeon I went, and I figured that was probably due to being fully in the bowels of the forest-covered hillside that stood above the town of Hadden. 
 
    “It all looks the same,” I mused as my footsteps echoed on the stone walls. 
 
    Only thing we can do is press on. Amber chuckled dryly. I’d be willing to bet those gold nuggets of yours that you’d rather see the stone walls of the dungeon than the swamp itself. 
 
    Amber, as was usual at this point, was totally right. 
 
    The moment we came even close to the swamp marked on the map, the scenery changed drastically. 
 
    The air had been pleasantly cool and relatively dry inside the stone maze of the dungeon, but as it opened up to the massive cavern containing the swamp, it became damp, dingy, and actually pretty cold. It was like a photograph that had the saturation turned all the way down, and despite walking through repetitive stone walls for what felt like forever, the swamp somehow looked even more colorless. 
 
    It was a wash of grays and ugly greens, and the gross stagnant water that swirled around my feet smelled dirty and was probably disease-ridden. 
 
    “Well, I’m super glad I wore canvas sneakers,” I grumbled as my foot was suddenly enveloped by cold watery mud. 
 
    It made a disgusting sucking sound as I yanked it back out of the quagmire, and I groaned at the sight of my poor black Converse. 
 
    “I can’t walk through this,” I moaned as I yanked my left foot out of the muck again. 
 
    There should be makeshift walkways, Amber suggested. As gross as the swamps are, some of the little poisonous toads are worth a lot of silver if you can harvest their venom, so toadies made wooden walkways. 
 
    “Toadies?” I laughed and then faltered. “Wait, poisonous toads?” 
 
    Yes, Amber giggled. If you see a little black toad with yellow coloring, run for the hills. It’ll kill you in five minutes if it touches your skin, and you unfortunately don’t have the protective gear to harvest them properly. 
 
    “Shit.” I shook my head as I trudged forward and left the wonderful dryness of the dungeon behind. “These damn toadies better still have their walkways because my leg muscles are already aching from yanking my feet outta this mud.” 
 
    After another minute or two of me grumbling under my breath and hauling my poor suffering shoes out of thick wet mud every other step, I finally spotted a long plank of moss-covered wood. 
 
    “God bless the toadies.” I sighed as I clambered up onto it. 
 
    The old wet wood creaked under my weight but eventually held steady, and I let out a long breath. 
 
    “I bet this damn sword isn’t even here,” I said as I held my arms out to balance myself on the rickety wooden beams. “It’s either been swallowed by mud, the toadies have stolen it, or it’s dangling off some troll’s belt like a toothpick.” 
 
    I bet that’s what happened to me, Amber grumbled. Trolls have a habit of stealing things. Like magpies. 
 
    “You think that’s why you were by the river?” I asked as I edged my way along the toadies’ pathway. 
 
    It’s definitely a possibility, Amber said thoughtfully. Though I don’t remember things in that sort of way. Days and months and even years just sort of blurred into one for me. 
 
    “That’s awful.” I sighed and then smiled sadly to myself. “I’m glad I found you.” 
 
    So am I, Amber replied with a smile in her voice. 
 
    The swamp stretched on forever, as did the toadies’ wooden walkways, so I pushed further into the wet grayness until when I glanced around me, in a full three-sixty, every single direction seemed to look the same. 
 
    “Well, we’re good and lost now,” I muttered, and I instinctively kept my voice low because of the eeriness of my surroundings. “Our dungeon better steer me home when I wanna get out of here.” 
 
    The dungeon tunnels had been quiet, but the swamp was as silent as the grave. There was water, but it was all still and stinking, and I couldn’t hear any noises that sounded like animals aside from a really faint creaking that probably belonged to the wooden walkways. But my imagination was working overtime, so I imagined the quiet croaking was actually a horde of poisonous toads ready to strike if even a toe of my shoe hit the muddy water below the wooden beam upon which I perched. 
 
    I crept further along the toadies’ wooden planks, until suddenly a large structure emerged in the foggy distance. 
 
    It looked like an old cabin, except there was no light coming from inside, and the windows were dusty and cracked. The front of the hut itself was covered in slimy green moss and creepy-looking vines that made it look like the building was skinless and covered in a pattern of grotesque veins, and within the dusky gloom, it looked less like a building and more like an ancient creature ready to be awakened from an eternal slumber. 
 
    Okay, my video game addled brain was definitely going overboard. 
 
    You think the sword is in there somewhere? Amber whispered in my mind, and I was grateful for her keeping her disembodied voice quiet. 
 
    “Maybe,” I muttered back. “That’s our best bet so far, I guess.” 
 
    I tiptoed along the creaking wooden boards and inched my way closer to the mossy wood cabin. The air was silent and charged, and I found myself holding my breath and waiting for something to happen. 
 
    My imagination might’ve been going over the top, but it had good cause to. 
 
    My instincts were spot-on, because the moment I came anywhere close to the walkways that surrounded the old vine-covered hut, the water around me suddenly exploded into the air. 
 
    Stinking, stagnant swamp water rained down on me, and I stumbled on the rotted wooden beams as I instinctively crouched for cover. I peered through the swamp rain as the water eventually settled, and I fought to catch my breath while I searched for the source of the chaos. 
 
    A figure suddenly loomed in the weird low fog, at least seven feet tall and hovering above the water’s surface, with ghostly strands of material floating around it like a demonic fringe jacket. I wasn’t sure whether it was humanoid or not because it was covered in the same jagged gray material, but I could see at least one limb protruding from the figure because it clutched onto a long wooden staff that had some sort of weird yellow orb crackling on the end of it. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped under my breath. 
 
    Swamp witch, Amber hissed frantically. Wields lightning in her staff. But she’s blind. She has great hearing, though. 
 
    “Hmm.” I grimaced. “How the fuck am I meant to keep quiet with rotted wood and water?” 
 
    You’ve got this, Amber said firmly. They look menacing, but they’re easy to defeat. She’s blind and full of rage, and really, her only power comes from her staff. We just need to send an ice arrow into the orb on top of it. 
 
    “You’re the boss,” I mumbled as I kept my stance low on the walkway. 
 
    I was fearful to move, in case the creak of the old wood alerted the swamp witch to my exact location. 
 
    She must’ve sensed me in her domain, and that’s why she shot out of the swamp water, but she didn’t know where I was exactly. She would’ve fired off some sort of attack if she did. 
 
    I pulled Amber’s bow off my back in one fluid movement as I grabbed for an arrow from the leather quiver. 
 
    Aim for the orb on top of the staff, Amber instructed in a calm voice. Aim, and I’ll send it home. 
 
    I just nodded because I didn’t want my voice to tell the witch where to find me. 
 
    She didn’t shriek like the wyverns, but she clicked continuously like some sort of grotesque bat, and I figured she used echolocation due to her blindness. 
 
    I still couldn’t make out any of her features, just ugly gray material draped over her like a dirty veil, and one spindly arm that clutched onto the thin wooden staff. The orb on the end looked as though it hovered close to the staff but didn’t touch, it just roiled and fizzed and crackled all of its own accord. 
 
    I realized the weird yellow substance was pure electricity, which must’ve been what Amber meant when she said the swamp watch could wield lightning. 
 
    If that was her only form of attack, it might well be her only downfall, so I nocked an arrow against the bowstring and pulled it tight up toward my face. 
 
    The lightning orb on top of her staff, Amber reminded me softly. Deep breath, in through the nose and out through the mouth. 
 
    I followed her instructions again and took aim. 
 
    The arrow whooshed through the air at a ferocious speed, but the witch clicked furiously and spun away against the water’s surface like a figure skater on a frozen lake. The swamp water sprayed around her as she twirled, and then she rounded on me. 
 
    Now she knew where I was. 
 
    “She can hear the arrows as they fly!” I groaned. 
 
    Then you have to confuse her! Amber said. 
 
    “I have an idea!” I hissed. “Turn on your ice power and keep it on. I’m gonna freeze the water around her and then smash it.” 
 
    Good idea! Amber gasped. Do it now, while she’s searching for you. 
 
    I flexed my fingers against the smooth wood of Amber’s bow and prepared myself. 
 
    For someone who’d never even held a bow before falling into this world, I felt like an unstoppable force at this point. 
 
    In quick succession, I shot ice arrows at the water surrounding the swamp witch, and the murky waters crackled against the sudden temperature change. The ice spread like pale ink, and I watched with satisfaction as a spiderweb of frost appeared beneath the floating swamp witch. 
 
    Now! Amber yelled in my head, and I grabbed one last arrow from the quiver and let loose. 
 
    The arrow smashed into the newly formed sheet of ice, and the swamp erupted with an almighty crack as the splinters ran through the frost like a glass window breaking. 
 
    The swamp witch clicked and croaked furiously, and the sound was the most unsettling thing I’d ever heard in my life, wyverns included. 
 
    The orb on top of her staff glowed and fizzled angrily, and sharp bolts of electricity started to fire erratically from the thin wooden rod as she twisted and writhed in midair. 
 
    It’s charging! Amber groaned. You need to shoot it now! Freeze it! 
 
    I did as I was told and pulled another arrow from my quiver. I brought the fletching up to my lips, stared past my fingertips, and honed in on the roiling ball of sheer electricity. 
 
    Then I let a breath out through my lips and felt the air fan out against my knuckles as I finally let the arrow loose. 
 
    With the crackling of her lightning staff and the shattering of the ice beneath her, the witch didn’t hear the deadly hiss of my arrow as it flew toward her. 
 
    The arrowhead hit home, and the ice enveloped the ball of electricity before it could even crackle again. It fizzed, popped, and then suddenly exploded into a million pieces, and the gray swamp witch disintegrated along with it. 
 
    By all the gods! Amber screamed inside my mind. James, that was amazing! 
 
    “It was pretty cool, even I’ll admit,” I chuckled as I quickly stowed Amber’s bow on my back again. “Wyverns in the hills, swamp witches in the middle of stone dungeons… No one’s a match for me.” 
 
    And you are only going to get stronger, Amber giggled. Shall we investigate the witch’s hut and see if we can find that sword? 
 
    “Fuck yes, I’m not coming away from that empty-handed.” I grinned, and I hopped quickly along the creaky wooden pathway and headed toward the cabin. 
 
    I was half-expecting it to sprout little legs and run away like Baba Yaga’s hut, but it remained still and totally creepy the closer I got. 
 
    There’s something in there… Amber muttered in my mind. I can feel… Something. 
 
    “That bodes well,” I murmured back, and we both instinctively kept our voices low and cautious as I approached the door of the vine-covered swamp cabin. 
 
    There was nothing inside on first inspection. The door reluctantly creaked open, and there was even less light inside, but a huge stone fireplace sat on the far side of the room. There were no charred logs or lumps of coal clumped together in the hearth, it was just covered in piles of gray dust. 
 
    I saw no furniture in the one room hut at all, and the only thing that looked like it might’ve been out of place was what was dangling from the mantelpiece. 
 
    There was no sword anywhere to be seen, but a long pendant dangled enticingly from the stone mantel. 
 
    That necklace… Amber moaned inside my mind. I feel… It feels like I’m drawn to it. Whatever that stone is. 
 
    “Then it’s yours,” I replied, strode across the room, and yanked the pendant off the rusty old hook on the mantel. 
 
    Nothing dramatic happened. The world didn’t stop spinning, and hell didn’t open up beneath me, so I held the necklace up to inspect it. 
 
    The rock on the end of the leather strap suddenly started to glow, and it looked like fire trapped inside of glass. It burned and glowed and somehow managed to find light to catch. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I muttered. 
 
    It’s mine, Amber replied in a strained voice. It belongs to me, somehow, I don’t know, I just… Need it. 
 
    “Do you think it attaches to your bow?” I suddenly asked. “Like your ice power gemstone?” 
 
    That’s what it is, Amber sighed in relief. It’s my power. Please, James, I need it… 
 
    “I’m on it,” I assured her as I pulled the bow off my back. 
 
    I flipped it over and realized there was indeed one more slot on the handle where another power stone could be wedged, and I pulled the fiery red rock off the leather strap and quickly placed it into the corresponding slot on Amber’s bow. 
 
    The weapon glowed like it’d done before in the wyvern nest, except this time it was boiling hot to the touch and almost burned my hand before I dropped it with a gasp. 
 
    The wood sizzled into the floor of the cabin until eventually the glow dissipated. 
 
    “Amber?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    Oh, this is gonna be fun, the redhead giggled inside my head. Let’s light this place up, shall we? 
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice.” I grinned, hustled back out of the cabin, and then hopped over the toadies’ wooden planks until I was a safe distance away from the building. 
 
    Okay, Amber said in a satisfied voice. Grab an arrow. 
 
    I reached behind my head to flick an arrow out of the quiver, and as I went to knock it against the bowstring, I noticed my tattoo. 
 
    “Fire.” I smirked down at the little black marking that looked like a flame. “Okay, channel that redhead energy for me.” 
 
    You got it, Amber giggled. Fire at will. 
 
    I pulled the bowstring back and let one of our new fire arrows loose. The tiny wooden spear sunk into the vine-covered wood of the witch’s hut, and the entire building became suddenly engulfed in flames. 
 
    The sudden light against the gloom was almost a shock, and I stumbled a little on the wooden planks but laughed as I heard Amber’s delighted giggle inside of my head. 
 
    Get me back to my human form, Amber begged excitedly. I wanna see what looks different now that I have fire in me. 
 
    “You always had fire in you,” I teased. “But what about the sword? Should we keep looking?”  
 
    I do not believe it is here, Amber said. Something tells me it was moved. Like I said, trolls like to pick things up, especially if they’re shiny, and trolls aren’t the only greedy species.  
 
    “Damn,” I sighed. “A sword would have been awesome.”  
 
    Especially if it had a woman inside it.  
 
    I believe you will find it someday, master, Amber assured me in a confident voice. Even if you have to search every tunnel in the dungeon.  
 
    That sounded like a lot of work, but then again, was it really work killing monsters, saving women, and getting paid in gold?  
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a smile. “I won’t give up. But for now, let’s get back to my room.” 
 
    I hustled my way out of the swamp and thankfully found the stone entrance to the dungeon with relative ease, as if the sprawling stone maze was actively morphing around me in order to try and help. 
 
    I moved through the dungeon in the hills and eventually crawled my way out at the second entrance we’d found concealed deep in the woods. Then I quickly trekked back to my cabin and finally stepped through the swirling golden gate in my closet counterpart, with Amber’s bow still securely on my back. The moment I reappeared in my dorm room in Brooklyn, my warrior woman slid off me and whipped around to plant a long kiss on my mouth. 
 
    “Hi,” I mumbled into her plump lips as I wrapped an arm around her slender waist. “I missed you.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta say that every time now,” Amber giggled, and she sighed into my kiss. 
 
    “So, what’s different?” I asked as I reluctantly pulled away from her lips. “You already had the red hair, and you’ve got icy-blue eyes now. Where’s the fire?” 
 
    “I have a tattoo like yours,” Amber said breathlessly, and she held up her left wrist for me to inspect.  
 
    Her left wrist had a long pattern of reds and golds that went over the back of her hand and even up her arm a little, and she twirled her fingers around in satisfaction. 
 
    “See?” She grinned. “I did have fire in me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” I murmured as I grabbed her tattoo covered wrist and pulled her toward me. “You wanna show me just how fiery you can be?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    “I think you know how fiery I can be,” Amber purred as I pulled her close to me and wrapped my arms around her slim waist. 
 
    She leaned her body against mine, and everywhere we touched was like a miniature electric shock. I brought one arm up so I could wind a hand beneath the shoulder of her borrowed checked shirt, and I pushed the material away so I could feel her soft freckled skin beneath my fingertips. 
 
    Amber looked up at me with her eyes sparkling mischievously, and I marveled at how sapphire blue they now looked thanks to her new icy ability. They were gorgeous before, but now it looked like she wore contact lenses because they were so bright and vibrant. 
 
    “Beautiful…” I murmured, and I brought my hand up to push a rogue wave of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “You think so?” Amber asked with a slight smile as she kept her eyes fixed on my face. 
 
    “I know so,” I replied with a grin and eventually met her gaze. “You’re beautiful, Amber.” 
 
    Her smile widened at my words, and she brought her arms up to drape them across my shoulders. She leaned in even closer to me but kept her eyes fixed on mine as she pressed her hips and stomach up against me. 
 
    “Then kiss me,” she muttered. 
 
    I didn’t need any other invitation. 
 
    My arms tightened around her, and I finally crashed my lips down against the plump softness of Amber’s. She melted into me with an elongated sigh the moment our mouths met, and I relished the taste of her lips on mine. 
 
    I kept one hand on her tight waist, and the other moved from her shoulder, up her neck, until it eventually cupped her face in order to keep her lips against mine. 
 
    Her skin was warm beneath my fingertips, and I could tell her entire body was on edge, fueled by desire and anticipation and maybe a little more knowledge than the first time, and I chuckled into her eager kiss. 
 
    “You’re gonna be insatiable now that you’ve had a taste, aren’t you?” I asked as I softly ran my thumb over her bottom lip. 
 
    “Yes, master.” Amber looked up at me with her bright blue eyes half-hidden beneath hooded eyelids and slowly ran her tongue over the pad of my thumb. “I am always thinking about you being inside of me…” 
 
    She also hadn’t called me master in a while, and every single nerve ending in my body went off like a lightbulb at the ridiculously sexy action 
 
    The corners of Amber’s mouth turned up into a knowing smile as she slowly pushed her plump lips down over my thumb and sucked. 
 
    I let out a groan I hadn’t realized I’d been holding as her tongue swirled around my thumb, and she eventually released the digit from her lips with a wet pop. 
 
    “I want to make you feel good this time,” Amber told me decidedly as she smiled up at me. “Like you did to me.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I murmured as I grabbed her by the face and kissed her again because it was everything I needed in that exact moment. 
 
    Our making out had morphed seamlessly from slow, sweet kisses to something far needier and far sloppier, and we stumbled back toward my bed as her tongue swirled and danced around mine. 
 
    When the backs of my legs hit the edge of my bed, Amber broke away from our kiss with a soft gasp. She kept our faces close and wound her arms down past my waist until she started to unbutton my jeans with slow, purposeful movements. 
 
    I felt my dick twitch against the denim as her hands made quick work of the buttons, and she pushed the hem of my jeans down over my hips along with the band of my underwear until finally, my rock-hard erection sprang free. 
 
    Amber let out a soft gasp when she felt it brush against her arm, and she giggled softly into my still waiting mouth. 
 
    “Sit,” she whispered, and her plump lips still moved against mine as she spoke. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I smirked as I kicked my jeans and underwear away from my legs and sat on the edge of the bed.  
 
    Amber stood over me and bent down to grab the hem of my shirt and pull it over my head until I was sitting naked in front of her. She smiled serenely down at me and slowly undressed herself, and she made sure to keep her crystal blue eyes fixed on mine with every agonizingly slow second. 
 
    I watched her hungrily as she pulled her own t-shirt over her head and let her ample breasts spill free, and I stared intently as she slowly pushed the denim of her borrowed jeans over the swell of her hips and down her long, lean legs. 
 
    Then she stood over me, naked and still with the same serene smile on her face, and I couldn’t resist running my fingers across her soft freckled skin. 
 
    Amber gasped, and her shining blue eyes slipped closed as my hands came into contact with her skin. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked in a low voice, and I watched with satisfaction as goosebumps erupted on her skin where I touched her. 
 
    “Yes…” she breathed softly. “It always feels good when you touch me.” 
 
    “So beautiful,” I murmured as I traced a pattern into her hip with my thumb. 
 
    Amber hummed happily with her eyes still closed, until she blinked and brought her glimmering blue eyes back down to smile at me. 
 
    “It’s my turn to make you feel good,” she told me in a throaty voice. “Please.” 
 
    “How?” I asked her, and this time I didn’t let my eyes wander. 
 
    I fixed her with a steady gaze until she’d unconsciously bit down on her plump lower lip, and her eyes had darkened with hunger again. 
 
    She didn’t say a word, just sank to her knees in one swift movement and brought her hands up onto my thighs. 
 
    “You made me feel amazing with your mouth,” she muttered as her fingertips gripped softly into my skin. “Now, it’s my turn to taste you… lick you… suck… you.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I breathed as the anticipation started to roil in the pit of my stomach. “Yes…” 
 
    Amber kept her hands splayed out across my thighs and slowly brought her mouth down toward my already leaking cock. I felt her warm breath fan out against the head, and she hovered over me for a second, though I couldn’t tell whether her pause was due to her naturally teasing personality or a sudden trepidation. 
 
    I didn’t have too much time to question it however because in the same second, I felt the wet warmth of her tongue as she licked from the base to the tip of my dick in one long, wet movement. 
 
    I let out a gasp at the sensation, and Amber immediately lifted her head up to look at me. Her blue eyes were dark with desire, and her mouth still hung open adorably as she studied my face. 
 
    “Is that okay?” she whispered, and I could see a hint of nervousness in her expression. 
 
    “More than okay,” I breathed. “It was great.” 
 
    “Shall I keep going?” Amber asked, and her eyelashes fluttered softly as she stared up at me with a pleading pout. “Please, can I keep going?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and tried to get my breathing under control. “Yes, keep going.” 
 
    She leaned over me again, and her waves of red hair fell around her face as I felt her tongue swipe along me again. This time, though, she stopped when she reached the tip of my aching cock, and then she wrapped her plump lips around it in a soft, slow kiss. 
 
    A groan escaped my mouth at the feel of her lips around me, and I might’ve been imagining things, but I could’ve sworn I felt her mouth morph into a slight smile around me. 
 
    Then she slowly pushed her lips down over the head of my dick until she held half of me inside her mouth, and bursts of color popped in the corners of my vision. 
 
    “That feels so good, Amber,” I whispered hoarsely. “Your mouth feels amazing.” 
 
    I kept muttering words of encouragement as the gorgeous redhead started to slowly move up and down, and the tight heat of her mouth felt like paradise. She hummed appreciatively as she slipped her mouth around my cock, and the vibration made my stomach do somersaults. 
 
    “Oh, god… Amber…” I groaned as I slipped down onto my elbows and let my head fall back. “Fuck…” 
 
    She lifted her lips off me with a satisfyingly wet pop and shook her red hair out of her face so she could look up at me with a proud grin on her flushed face. 
 
    “Am I doing good?” she asked breathlessly as her blue eyes sparkled mischievously. 
 
    “So good.” I nodded eagerly. “So fucking good.” 
 
    “Okay.” She smirked, and then without missing a beat, she dipped her head back down and took me into her mouth in my entirety. 
 
    I let out a gasp as the tip of my dick hit the back of her throat, and I could feel her nose pressed up against my stomach, and it took all of my self-restraint not to buck my hips up just to sink a little further still down the tightness of her throat. 
 
    As good as it felt, I was still conscious of the fact that she hadn’t been with anyone before, and this was actually just her natural aptitude, but she felt like a fucking professional. 
 
    “Oh, fuck Amber,” I moaned, and I quickly reached a hand out to gather her mess of red hair up into a fist so I could watch her work. 
 
    She finally released me, and my dick was covered in her saliva as she drew her head back with a gasp that immediately transformed into a giggle. Then she used her pinky finger to wipe a trail of drool away from the corner of her mouth.  
 
    “More?” she purred. 
 
    I just nodded and kept her hair wound up in my fist as she took me in her mouth again. 
 
    Now she’d built up a rhythm, and she sucked and licked and swirled her tongue around me as her mouth worked every inch of my rock-hard cock. I had to really focus on not unloading myself down her throat, to the point where, when she sucked in a particular motion that brought out a shuddering gasp from my mouth, I pulled her off me and grabbed her by the face to kiss her. 
 
    She tumbled into me and pressed her naked body up against mine, and I held her close as I dragged us both back onto the bed properly. 
 
    I could feel her heat and wetness between her legs before I’d even had a chance to touch her, and as we lay tangled up on top of the comforter, the still wet tip of my dick brushed against her dripping pussy for just a moment. 
 
    “Take me,” she murmured into my kiss, and she shuddered in my arms. “Take me, James.” 
 
    She opened her legs as she continued to kiss me, still on top of me and still with her tongue in my mouth, and then she pushed her wet pussy up against my cock. 
 
    I let out an animalistic growl I didn’t realize I’d been holding in, and she giggled into my kiss again and rolled her hips so her tight wet entrance suddenly slipped over me. 
 
    I held her there for a second and caught my breath, and the two of us were suspended in time for just a brief moment, until she rolled her hips again, slid down onto me in one fluid motion, and took every inch of me inside her. 
 
    Amber gasped and finally broke away from her kiss, and I could feel how every muscle in her body tightened at the sensation of me filling her up and stretching her out. 
 
    “Ohh…” she groaned almost helplessly, and her eyes fluttered shut. “O-oo-ooh…” 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked her as I got a good grip on her hips.  
 
    “Y-Yes…” she murmured with her eyes still screwed shut. “You feel so good inside of me, James. So hard… you are opening me. Filling me… Ohhh, yeeeees.” 
 
    She moved her hips again, and I helped her complete the motion while my fingers were dug into her soft flesh. Then I felt myself hit the sweet spot inside of her because she bucked in shock on top of me. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped in surprise. “That… t-that, there… Oh, there!” 
 
    “Keep going,” I commanded her as I rocked her back and forth on top of me. 
 
    “Y-Yes…” she groaned, and her red hair fell across her face when she flung her head back. “Yes, keep going.” 
 
    Amber rolled her hips to grind down on me as the tip of my cock hit her sweet spot over and over again, and as her legs began to shake, and her breath became staggered, I released one of her hips so I could rub my thumb across her clitoris in time with her hips. 
 
    “O-Oh, my g-god, James… James!” Amber mewled on top of me as she bucked and bounced closer toward an orgasm, and I kept my thumb moving against her as I pushed my dick up even further inside of her against her G-spot. 
 
    “Let go,” I breathed as I fucked her tightly. “Just let go, let it happen.” 
 
    “I… I’m, it’s gonna, I’m gonna… oh, James!” Amber let out a shuddering scream as her orgasm took over, and her warm juices spilled over my cock and onto my stomach as she rocked above me. 
 
    I kept my thumb on her and kept the rhythm of my rolling thrusts as she came, until both of her hands clasped down on my wrist with another breathless giggle, and she finally came to a stop.  
 
    “James…” she breathed my name slowly and eventually collapsed on top of me with another giggle, and I rolled her over onto her back. 
 
    “You’re so hot when you cum,” I said with a smirk as I brushed a strand of hair away from her face. 
 
    “Your turn,” she murmured in a strained voice, and she curled both of her hands up into my hair as she wrapped her legs around my waist. “Fill me up. I want your seed pouring into me.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice, and I slid almost all the way out of her, both of us still soaking wet from her orgasm, and then slammed back into her all the way until our hips met. 
 
    “Oh!” she moaned into my hungry kiss, and her hands tightened in my hair. 
 
    I picked up the pace as my own pleasure started to form in the pit of my stomach, and I pounded in and out of Amber’s sweet wet pussy with satisfyingly slick slapping sounds. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m close…” I grunted as I fucked her even faster than before. “I’m gonna cum…” 
 
    “Yes,” Amber breathed as she held my face close to hers so she could watch my expression change. “Yes, fill me up. Take me. I’m yours. Take me, James… Take me, master.” 
 
    She kept whispering gentle words of encouragement as I felt my dick start to leak, and with one long final thrust deep inside of her, my cock emptied into her still spasming tunnel. White-hot loads of sperm shot out of me, and as I let my orgasm take over, I felt the strong sense of possession take over me at the fact I was filling her up exactly as she’d begged me to. 
 
    My head collapsed onto Amber’s still heaving chest as I finally stopped cumming, and I gasped into her soft freckled skin as I let the high dissipate. 
 
    “Wow…” Amber giggled breathlessly while she stroked my hair. 
 
    “Wow is right…” I mumbled into the pale flesh of her ample breasts, and then I kissed the skin that was below my lips with a chuckle of my own. 
 
    Both Amber and I fell into a deep sleep exactly where we were, tangled up in each other’s arms with as much skin contact as humanly possible, but I found myself rudely awakened way before the sun had even come up. 
 
    The faint musical sound stirred me from my sleep, and I blinked in confusion against the still darkness of my room. 
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint exactly where the sound came from, and I forced my eyes open properly so I could wake my brain up enough to solve the mystery, because I wanted nothing more than to curl back up with a still sleeping Amber and pass the hell out again. 
 
    “James?” Amber mumbled beside me as she felt me move.  
 
    “I’m sorry, go back to sleep,” I whispered as I brushed her red hair away from her face. “I just thought I could hear something.” 
 
    “I hear it, too,” she muttered drowsily. “A trumpet?” 
 
    “You can hear it, too? Shit.” I hoisted myself up onto one elbow. “Why the hell can we hear a trumpet?” 
 
    “I thought I was dreaming about it,” Amber groaned as she pushed herself up onto her elbows, and even in the darkness, I could see the enticing curve of her cleavage where her naked breasts were pushed together. 
 
    The trumpet sounded again, ever so faintly, and Amber and I froze as we listened and looked at each other in confusion. 
 
    “From your closet,” Amber suddenly whispered. “It’s coming from the portal.” 
 
    “That doesn’t bode well,” I said as I reluctantly disentangled myself from Amber’s long bare legs and threw some clothes on. 
 
    “You want to go through there now?” Amber mumbled sleepily as she watched me dress myself. 
 
    “I want to know what’s on the other side, and I want to steer it as far away from the portal as I possibly can,” I said as I handed Amber her checked shirt and checked the time on my cell phone’s screen. “It’s the middle of the night, and I’ve got a free morning from classes tomorrow. I can’t risk anything coming through into this world.” 
 
    “Aside from me.” Amber grinned as she haphazardly buttoned her shirt. 
 
    “Yes, aside from you.” I smiled down at the redhead and just shook my head. “C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    We tiptoed over to my closet, and I pulled the doors open enough to reveal the glowing molten gold of the portal. It illuminated the darkness of my room, and I could see how Amber’s hair shone like fire in its light. 
 
    “Ready?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Let’s see who’s making so much noise.” I nodded firmly and took Amber’s hands as we both stepped into the roiling liquid gold portal. 
 
    I felt my stomach get yanked through first before the rest of my body followed, and within half a second, my feet landed on cool stone, and Amber’s bow form was already securely across my back. 
 
    Hi. I heard Amber’s smile in the softness of her voice. It’s relaxing in here when I’m sleepy. 
 
    “Bully for you,” I chuckled as I stifled a yawn and stretched. “Let’s go find our trumpeter, I wanna go back to bed.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, we heard another soft horn sound coming from somewhere above us, so I hurried up the tight stone staircase but kept my footfalls as quiet as I possibly could. 
 
    I didn’t think anyone dumb enough to herald their arrival would try for an ambush, but I was equally mindful of the fact that it could be exactly that, and this was their way of smoking me out. 
 
    The horn blew again, and it became louder as I made my way out of the stone dungeon and into the previously abandoned cabin that was my so-called home in this world. 
 
    Make sure the shutters are down, Amber whispered in my mind. 
 
    I slung the two heavy wooden slats down across the entrance to the dungeon and bolted them closed, and I grabbed an old velvet drape heavy with dust and cobwebs to throw over the shutters once they were secure. 
 
    The horn sound had come from somewhere in the forest outside, so I slipped Amber’s bow off my back and pulled an arrow from the quiver. I tiptoed my way over to the cabin door, and I was careful to avoid any loose floorboards that might creak loudly and give my position away. 
 
    It was quiet for a moment, and then I heard the horn blow again. 
 
    I figured the owner would be too busy with his mouth on the instrument to be able to draw a weapon on me, and I also figured he was alone since I couldn’t hear any whinnies of horses or clanks of armor that might’ve belonged to an army outside my door. 
 
    I nocked the arrow against the bowstring and kicked my cabin door open with the weapon poised and ready. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” The trumpeter immediately cowered when he saw I had an arrow aimed at the exact point between his eyes, and he dropped his horn and held his hands up. “Sir Miller, do not shoot!” 
 
    “Who goes there?” I demanded with a grand air of satisfaction at being able to say such a damned cliche kind of line. 
 
    “I-I was instructed by the Baron to come and find you!” the messenger said as he trembled in his boots.  
 
    I studied the man cautiously, but one look at him proved him to not be that much of a threat. 
 
    He was tall and skinny, with ill-fitting clothes that hung off his frame and made it look like he was a kid playing dress-up. He had a mop of mousy-brown hair and watery eyes framed with girlishly long eyelashes, and he bent his back in a nervous half-bow as he continued to stammer out an explanation. 
 
    “I-I tried knocking, but I got no answer, and so I thought if you were out on a midnight hunt, then maybe you’d hear my call!” he said as he toyed with his brass trumpet. 
 
    “Apologies.” I grinned as I expertly flicked the arrow back into the quiver and stowed my bow. “I’m a heavy sleeper.” 
 
    “I’ll say…” the messenger whimpered as he picked up his horn and dusted the mud and dead leaves off the shining metal instrument. “My fists are raw from knocking so hard.” 
 
    “You could’ve left a note,” I suggested. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Aye, I have a letter, but the Baron insisted I speak to you as well, Sir!” The messenger stared at me desperately and flashed a piece of paper with a fancy wax seal that I assumed was the Baron’s. “He told me not to return unless it was with Sir Miller in tow!” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be charging him double for out of hours,” I grumbled to myself. 
 
    “What was that?” the messenger asked with curious round eyes. 
 
    “Nothing.” I smiled. “I don’t need to read the letter. Lead the way.” 
 
    I followed the Baron’s messenger as we walked from my forest cabin in the hills down to the valley town of Hadden, which all in all only took about thirty minutes since the herald knew exactly where he was going. 
 
    I made a mental note of the route since before it’d taken me twice as long to reach Hadden, but the messenger I dutifully followed was as surefooted as a mountain goat, and he hopped across fallen branches and through bramble bushes like he was on some medieval Ninja Warrior course. 
 
    Nightfall over Hadden shrouded the town in an inky blanket of darkness, though the sky was crystal clear and full of stars. The moon was just a thin crescent high above us, but its ghostly beam was still strong and bathed the cobblestones in a weird pale light. 
 
    “Come,” the mousy-haired messenger said in a hushed voice, and he waved his hand toward the path that led up to the Baron’s double-towered castle. 
 
    I wondered what on the earth the Baron could want with me this late at night. Surely he slept, too? 
 
    Why does the Baron want to see you now? Amber asked inside my mind, as if she could read my thoughts. I’d have thought he’d be tucked up with a bevy of women cooing him to sleep. 
 
    I couldn’t answer since the messenger was so close to me, but I couldn’t keep the snort of laughter inside, and he looked over his skinny shoulder at me curiously. 
 
    “Sorry, just clearing my throat.” I grinned down at him. 
 
    “Okay…” the horn blower said with a shrug. 
 
    We need to come up with hand signals or something, Amber giggled. When you can’t speak to me. 
 
    I just nodded and hoped she could tell I was in agreement with her. 
 
    The messenger finally brought us to the gates of the castle, where the same two guards I’d met the first time were still standing sentry on either side. 
 
    “You again,” the shorter one sniffed in derision. 
 
    “The Baron requested Sir Miller’s presence,” the messenger said haughtily. “Let us through.” 
 
    I grinned at the two guards as they reluctantly let us pass, and I followed the messenger into the bowels of the old stone keep. 
 
    It was dark inside the castle, illuminated only by numerous thick wax candles in iron sconces nailed into the walls and glittering chandeliers that hung from the tall ceilings, and our footsteps echoed against the cold stone as I followed the messenger toward the Baron’s throne room. 
 
    There were no guards at the doors, so the messenger had to shove all of his weight against the heavy wooden doors in order to even make them move a little. 
 
    “You need any help?” I offered as I tried to bite back the smile on my face. 
 
    “I got it!” the messenger huffed, and finally the throne room door gave way and opened with a slow echoing creak. 
 
    The mousy-haired horn blower quickly led me through to the throne room, where I could see the Baron was draped over his throne and still wide awake. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” The Baron grinned excitedly. “What a pleasure it is for you to join us!” 
 
    “You woke me up, sire,” I said lightly as the messenger quickly bowed and hurried away, probably to go back to his own bed. 
 
    “My apologies, but my questions couldn’t wait.” The Baron waved a casual hand about. “I hear you defeated the swamp witch. In the dungeons in the hills?” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a soothsayer in my employ,” the Baron said, as if that were the most obvious thing in the world. “He informed me of your success.” 
 
    “A soothsayer?” I repeated with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    One that can see the future, Amber offered helpfully.  
 
    “Yes.” The Baron nodded. “He’d told me for years that whoever managed to defeat the dungeon swamp witch, off his own back and with no expectation of reward-- as you once so eloquently put it-- would be the one to rid Hadden of monsters completely.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I chuckled nervously. “All monsters?” 
 
    “Yes, all monsters.” The Baron fixed me with a steady stare. “Have you not defeated a river troll, a pack of wyverns, and now a swamp witch… All with just a bow and arrow?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but--” 
 
    “Then there you have it, Sir Miller!” the Baron interrupted. “You are he, the one who was prophesied.” 
 
    “Well, be that as--” 
 
    “James Miller.” The Baron uncrossed his legs and leaned forward in his throne to study me with astute eyes. “You are he, are you not?” 
 
    I had two options here: I could refuse and potentially lose my patron and all the gold he would pay me in the future, or I could accept that I was apparently part of a badass prophecy, kick a bunch of monster ass, and get super rich in the process.  
 
    It was a no-brainer.  
 
    “Yes, sire,” I finally said with a nod. “But despite your prophecy, I will still require, ahh… Payment for my services, if I am indeed to remain in your employ.” 
 
    I love hearing you talk like that, Amber giggled in my mind, and I bit back at the smile that twitched the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “Well, of course,” the Baron scoffed and waved his hand again. “My quartermaster will see to your rightful rewards.” 
 
    “Now?” I confirmed. 
 
    “Yes, now,” the Baron replied. “I already have another quest for you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot accept another quest immediately,” I quickly explained. “It’s the middle of the night, and I do still have other, ahh… Obligations.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure the settlement of Brooklyn has much need of you also.” The Baron sniffed haughtily. “But I’ll be paying you handsomely for your help.” 
 
    “Your generosity precedes you, sire.” I bent my back in a grateful half-bow like I’d seen the messenger perform. “If you’d be so kind as to permit me a day to prepare, I’d be glad to take up your mission.” 
 
    From my experience at the tavern, I guessed gold was hard to get for common folk of this world, so I wanted to get as much as possible out of the Baron. 
 
    “One day, Sir Miller,” the Baron allowed with another comical sniff through his large crooked nose. “You are to find my quartermaster now, though. He has some supplies and information for you.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded sincerely. “I shall then retire to my cabin to prepare and set off on my quest once I’ve done so. Thank you again for your generosity.” 
 
    I bowed again as the Baron waved his hand with another unnecessary flourish by way of a dismissal, and I hurriedly backed out of the throne room. 
 
    So, now you’ve been prophesied? Amber asked with a chuckle once I’d made it back out of the Baron’s throne room. See, I knew you were special right from the beginning. 
 
    “That’s a damn lie, you had to talk me step by step through killing that river troll,” I reminded her with a laugh of my own as I retraced the messenger’s route back up into the hills above Hadden. 
 
    You did great, master, Amber said.  
 
    “I mean, in my defense, I’d hopped from one world to the other and found myself somewhere that fucking trolls and magic existed,” I replied with a pout. “Anyone I know would’ve gone into shock.” 
 
    Lucky you had me to calm you down then, isn’t it? Amber said, and I could hear the smug smile that saturated her sweet voice. 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “D’you have any idea where we might find the quartermaster?” 
 
    No clue, Amber sighed. I’ve never even set foot in a castle, at least in this form, and this doesn’t count, I’m in your head. 
 
    “One day you will,” I promised her. 
 
    I know, Amber said. I know you’ll keep your promise to me. 
 
    “I’m hoping that by doing all these missions and getting all this gold, I can pawn most of it off back home, but… I’ll do whatever I can in this world to end your curse, okay?” 
 
    I know, I trust you, Amber replied softly. Thank you, James. 
 
    “That’s Sir Miller,” I corrected her, and I smiled when I heard her laugh inside my mind. 
 
    By the time I’d walked a ways down the main corridor of the castle, I thankfully bumped into a night guard before I’d gotten to the massive front doors, and I enquired with him where I might find the quartermaster. 
 
    The guard explained how the quartermaster resided on the lower floors of the estate, due to its naturally cool temperature which aided him in his many experiments, and I walked down the stone staircase that was awfully reminiscent of the stairs leading down to the dungeon below my cabin in the forest. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out as I reached the bottom of the staircase and found myself face to face with a heavy wooden door bolted shut by iron hinges. “Is anyone here?” 
 
    “Who goes there?” a strained voice asked from behind the door. 
 
    “My name is Sir James Miller,” I offered. “The Baron sent me to see you, he said you had some information on a quest he’d given me.” 
 
    “Ahh, yes, the famous Sir Miller!” The quartermaster rustled around outside the door and eventually heaved the thing open. 
 
    The man was incredibly short and incredibly thin, with dirty gray robes that hung off his skeletal frame and made him look like an old eighties Halloween decoration. A crazy tuft of blond-gray hair sat perfectly upright on his wrinkled little head like a Troll doll, and his beady eyes were almost completely covered by folds of leathery skin. 
 
    I could see there was a tooth missing in the uncomfortably wide smile the old quartermaster gave me, and his nose also had little sprouts of wiry gray hair that poked out from his nostrils. 
 
    “Hello, quartermaster,” I said politely with a nod. “I believe you were expecting me?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, come in, come in.” The quartermaster ushered me through the heavy wooden door frame and shoved it shut behind me with a resounding crash. “And please, call me Harold. Would you like some tea? I was just brewing a pot.” 
 
    Harold the quartermaster motioned to an insane contraption that looked like a glass model of a haphazardly put together Meccano science set, and he puttered over to where there was a low shelf of basic clay mugs. 
 
    The quartermaster’s cellar was like Dr. Frankenstein’s lab, so I got the feeling he wasn’t a regular quartermaster by Earth definitions.  
 
    Almost every surface in the place was covered in some form of dusty glass receptacle, and each jar, tube, or bulbous beaker was filled with disconcertingly dark liquids of varying different colors. The back wall was curved into a semicircle and held shelves upon shelves of pickled organs and boxes of ingredients, and in the center of the room was a laboratory table covered with an old stained sheet of material. 
 
    The figure beneath the sheet looked dangerously similar to a human on a mortuary table, and I decided it was best to not even ask. 
 
    “No, thank you,” I said hastily with a forced smile when I realized the old man was still waiting for an answer on his offer. “No tea for me.” 
 
    “Very well.” The old man shrugged as he poured himself a serving from the rusted metal tap at the bottom of the complicated mess of tubes, and then he turned to me with a heavy sigh. “So. The Baron said you were going after the vampires?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I laughed, and the sound faltered in my throat when I saw the quartermaster fix me with an unwavering stare. “Oh, you’re serious.” 
 
    “As the dead,” Harold sniffed. “There have long been tales of the vampires in the hills, in an enchanted castle that cannot be seen by the human eye, guarding a book of great value. The Baron has wanted that book for years.” 
 
    What’s the book? Amber whispered curiously in my head. 
 
    “What’s the book?” I repeated her question out loud. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the old quartermaster sighed. “But the Baron’s soothsayer has wanted it for years, and apparently you’re the newest recruit ordered to go and fetch it for him.” 
 
    “You mean others have tried before?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” He nodded thoughtfully as he sipped his clay mug of tea. “Yes, indeed, quite a number of attempts have been made.” 
 
    “And none successful?” I muttered. 
 
    “Evidently not,” Harold said and frowned over the rim of his cup at me. “But they had not slayed the swamp witch in the dungeons, either.” 
 
    “Are they connected, then?” I asked and hoped for any good news that would help me figure out the mess I’d found myself in. “The swamp witch and the vampires?” 
 
    “Only in location,” the wrinkled old man said with a shrug of one bony shoulder. “No one knows the exact location of the dungeons in the hills. Aside from you, it would seem.” 
 
    I’m guessing that means the entrance to the dungeon below your cabin hadn’t been found for quite some time, Amber commented thoughtfully. That’s interesting. 
 
    “I got lucky, I guess.” I laughed awkwardly and tried to avoid the quartermaster’s inquisitive stare. “So, the Baron mentioned you have a reward for me?” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The old man in the gray robes quickly set his teacup down with a resounding clatter and then hurried over to the center of the cellar room. 
 
    I sent a silent prayer up to whatever gods resided above this world and breathed a sigh of relief when Harold left the humanoid corpse beneath the sheet on the lab table, and instead he ducked behind to one of the shelves that held various different potions. 
 
    He scooped up a couple into his wrinkly little hands and then hurried back over to me. 
 
    “Uhhh, that’s not gold,” I said as I stared at the vials in his hands.  
 
    “You’re right,” the old man chuckled. “These are worth far more than gold!”  
 
    Maybe in this world, but if they were magic, they would be worthless back on Earth.  
 
    But, on the other hand, if they were magic, maybe they could help me in my quests to kill monsters and get more gold. 
 
    “So, what are these?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, I’ll have to test them on you, before I give you the full vials,” Harold explained matter-of-factly as he let the glass bottles clatter onto the table’s surface beside his half-drunk mug of tea. “I’m not wasting good potions on someone impervious to their effects.” 
 
    “Effects?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” Harold waved a hand dismissively and plucked the first vial out of the bunch “This one.”  
 
    “What will it do?” I asked as I extended my left hand. 
 
    “Wait!” Harold suddenly said and grabbed my wrist. “What is this marking?” 
 
    “My skill tree?” I chuckled nervously as the old man peered eagerly at my skin. 
 
    If I squinted and pretended I’d never played a video game in my life before, the back of my hand could’ve been mistaken for any generic hand tattoo. But on closer inspection, it had clear markings to indicate a jagged sort of health bar, along with a skill tree that represented strength, luck, and a number of other benefits I could acquire in this world. 
 
    “Skill tree…” Harold the quartermaster murmured in an awestruck voice as he rubbed a thumb over the marking on the top of my hand. “Hmm… I wonder…” 
 
    He suddenly dropped my arm and scurried off toward a towering bookshelf behind his tea making contraption, and then he began to yank books out as he muttered under his breath to himself. 
 
    “Harold…?” I asked tentatively, but he didn’t look back. 
 
    “The prophecy!” he suddenly yelled in a voice so loud it made me jump. 
 
    “Yeah, the Baron mentioned something about--” 
 
    The gray-haired quartermaster shushed me impatiently with a flap of his spare hand and hurried back over to me holding a massive grimoire bound in old faded leather that had become soft and supple after years of use. 
 
    He hauled the old tome onto the workbench, flipped it open with his eyes beady and eager, and then suddenly slammed a wrinkled old finger down on the thick parchment. 
 
    “Ha!” he exclaimed again. “I knew it!” 
 
    I couldn’t make out whatever was actually written on the page, because the handwriting was maybe worse than any doctor’s I’d ever seen, but the inky sketch between the words gave me enough indication as to what Harold was so jazzed about. 
 
    Drawn in messy black ink and even messier black charcoal was an almost exact replica of the tattoo on the back of my left hand. 
 
    “Whoa…” I breathed and looked up at the old quartermaster. “What does this mean?” 
 
    “It means the soothsayer wasn’t full of pigshit!” Harold chuckled maniacally. “It was foretold in a prophecy that someone would rid Hadden of monsters for good… And they would have this marking on their hand.” 
 
    “Damn…” I whistled.  
 
    “Have you always had this?” Harold demanded excitedly.  
 
    “I, err…” I didn’t want to explain how the tattoo disappeared the moment I stepped back through to my own world, but it had appeared the moment I’d stepped through the portal into the dungeon. “Yes. I’ve always had it.” 
 
    In this world, at least. 
 
    “I’ve made so many notes on this, I can’t quite believe I’m seeing it with my own two eyes.” Harold giggled like an excitable schoolgirl and even clapped his hands together. “It’s almost identical! Though I see here, yours is… Well, it’s already started to fill in.” 
 
    “So, there’s more to it?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Harold nodded. “It’s incomplete, but here, look, I’ve notated where it is likely to change. I just need the relevant ingredients, to brew the relevant potions, and I can perhaps make the additions permanent if we focus on the juxtaposition of magic and skill, and tip the scales toward a transmutation of sorts…” 
 
    Harold trailed off, lost in thought, and then eventually snapped out of his reverie to fix me with a wide smile. 
 
    “Well, Sir Miller…” He grinned enough to show me the disconcerting gaps in his teeth. “Let’s get to work, shall we?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I chuckled at the old man’s excitement. “But how so?” 
 
    “Why don’t you see ‘how so’ for yourself, hmm?” Harold the quartermaster scooped up the potion vial that he’d originally pulled from his stock and held it out to me, suddenly all business. “One drop on the tip of your tongue ought to do it.” 
 
    The vial had a squeeze stopper in the lid, so I pinched some liquid up into the glass tube and then dangled it above my tongue. 
 
    “You sure this is safe?” I asked as I lowered my hand. 
 
    “Quite so.” Harold nodded encouragingly. “I test them on myself, as well as my, ahh… test subjects.”  
 
    He motioned behind him to the body beneath the sheet on the lab table, took one look at me, and then let out a squeal of laughter. 
 
    “I’ve never met a more distrustful hero,” Harold chuckled and then waved his hands. “It is perfectly safe, Sir Miller. Though it bodes well, how cautious you are. You may still impress me yet.” 
 
    I frowned at him, but I brought the stopper back up to my tongue. Then I took a deep breath and squeezed once, so one globule of the thick black liquid inside fell into my mouth. 
 
    The moment the tasteless liquid dissolved against my tongue, a strong rush of power surged through every muscle and tendon in my body. 
 
    I let out a grunt as my chest and arms flexed, and then I gasped as the back of my hand grew hotter and hotter. I stared at my tattoo in surprise as the tattoo itself changed to represent the added physicality the potion had given me. 
 
    “Half a foot in height, I’d say…” Harold murmured as he studied me with his arms crossed over his skinny chest. “Obvious muscle enhancement, as well as knowledge of how to use it. I’d hope, anyway.” 
 
    “It’s made me stronger?” I asked as I eagerly flexed my biceps. 
 
    “I’d say,” Harold chuckled. “Though I’d like to test out your natural aptitude. Ever heard the adage ‘all brawn, no brains’?” 
 
    “Fair point,” I said. “But what can I test it on?” 
 
    “There’s some dummies I’ve cobbled together in the next chamber,” the quartermaster explained and bustled off through his laboratory to a space behind the curved shelving. “Come, follow me. And be sure to bring that other vial with you, there on the table.” 
 
    I scooped up the second potion and quickly hurried after the old man, who could move with surprising speed considering how frail he looked. 
 
    He shoved another heavy wooden door out of his way and led me into an antechamber that had nothing but straw covering the cold stone floor and a mini army of stuffed potato sack dummies hoisted up onto thick wooden stakes. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Harold motioned to the dummies and crossed his arms over his chest again as he studied me. “Do your worst?” 
 
    “Against dummies?” I snickered. “I could’ve done this before your potion, quartermaster.” 
 
    “I know,” he said in a tone that sounded like an exasperated parent placating a toddler into eating their vegetables. “But humor me.” 
 
    “You’re the boss.” I shrugged with another chuckle, and I walked over to the nearest straw dummy. “Okay, buddy, let’s dance.” 
 
    I clenched my fists, steadied my feet on the straw-covered stone, and punched the dummy clean in the head. Before the potion, I would’ve been confident in my ability to at least make the thing wobble, but after that little blob of black liquid had hit my tongue and enhanced my in-world strength, the entire damn thing bodily flew into the stone wall and smashed into pieces. 
 
    I turned to the quartermaster with a dumbfounded expression, and he chuckled heartily as he shrugged. 
 
    “I told you,” he said between laughs. “Enhanced.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll say.” I whistled. 
 
    “Now, that one drop is probably already starting to wear off, so when you know you’re close to getting into a fight-- especially with vampires-- you drink the entire thing, okay?” Harold told me as he held the vial full of black enhancement potion out for me to take. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I nodded sincerely. “The whole thing.” 
 
    “Now, this one…” Harold held up the second vial of potion, and I noticed the insides were completely different from the first.  
 
    It swirled and shimmered like haze on tarmac during a blisteringly hot day, and it was almost completely colorless. It had the same viscosity and appearance as water, just with an otherworldly glimmer to it that caught the light with each ebb and whirl. 
 
    “Just a drop, to test,” Harold warned before he handed it over. “I think you’ll like this one even more.” 
 
    “What does it do?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “It allows you to transport from one place to another without actually physically moving,” Harold explained. “So, if you’re standing here, on this side of the room, as long as you have a clear line of sight, you can move yourself from here to there in a literal blink of an eye.” 
 
    “How do I get it to work?” I wondered out loud as I fixed my eyes on a point behind the straw-stuffed dummies. 
 
    “It’s all in the mind. You tell yourself that’s where you’re going to go, and poof… There you end up.” 
 
    “Well, let’s take it for a test drive,” I muttered to myself as I squeezed the rubber stopper and collected some of the watery potion in the glass tube. “If I disappear completely, you’d better find me.” 
 
    “I promise,” the old quartermaster snickered. “Now just do it.” 
 
    I let a single drop of the shimmering potion land on the tip of my outstretched tongue, and I felt a sudden fizz go through my body. Like an elongated, especially soft electric shock. 
 
    “Whoa…” I murmured as the fizz traveled down my back and petered out at the base of my spine, and I bodily shivered. “That’s a weird feeling.” 
 
    “Yes,” Harold said simply, and I could tell he was finding this all very funny. “Now, let’s try it out. Envision where you want to go. See it in your mind’s eye.” 
 
    This is weird, I can almost feel it, too, Amber giggled in my head. It’s like it’s tickling me. 
 
    I could think of a thousand and one things to say back to her comment, but I kept my mouth shut since I was still with Harold the quartermaster and instead bit down on my flirtation and stared at the opposing corner of the sparring room. 
 
    “In the blink of an eye,” Harold muttered softly. “Tell your body it’s where you want to go.” 
 
    I focused intently on the corner of the room, studied the exact way the straw had fallen and the shadows and flashes of light that came from the wax candles, and blinked. 
 
    It felt like time was both sped up and slow motion all at once, and by the time my eyes had opened again, I was on the far side of the room with Harold grinning at me from by the doorway. 
 
    “Very well done, Sir Miller.” Harold clapped twice and then wrung his bony hands together. “You’re a natural.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Harold,” I told him with a grin, and he clapped me on the back while we made our way back out to the main room of his laboratory.  
 
    “My pleasure, of course.” The quartermaster shrugged. “Be sure to tell the Baron for me.” 
 
    “You can count on it,” I said sincerely and shook his hand. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “Go, go.” The old quartermaster waved his hands and pushed me lightly toward the door. “You’ll need your rest. I have faith you’ll be the one to finally bring that damned book back.” 
 
    I thanked him again and then hustled my way out of the Baron’s castle and back toward the woods on the hills. I made sure to follow the horn-blowing messenger’s path, and it didn’t take me much time at all to reach my cabin. 
 
    I made a mental note to try at some point to spruce the place up a little, in case there ever was a point I did actually have to sleep in the otherworld. 
 
    I just hoped that, since the rest of this dimension felt like a dungeon crawling fantasy game, I could request an upgrade to my home, and it would be magically completed by some little unseen elves by the time I waltzed back through the portal. 
 
    I didn’t really feel like bodily lugging a huge wooden bedframe up the hill and through the forest from Hadden’s local furniture store. 
 
    When I’d finally ensured the shutters were closed over the dungeon entrance, and I’d stashed the glass vials of potion Harold the quartermaster had supplied me with inside the wardrobe itself, I quickly stepped through the golden portal and back into my Brooklyn college dorm room. 
 
    Amber slid off my back with a yawn, and I realized the sun was still just below the horizon. 
 
    “At least we can grab another couple hours of sleep,” I muttered as I pulled my shirt off over my head. 
 
    “And thank the gods,” Amber groaned as she flung herself back down onto my bed. “I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I admitted and then turned to her with a smile as she draped an arm over my bare chest and curled up into the crook of my shoulder. “Though I feel like we’re both at fault for that.” 
 
    I made sure to set an alarm on my phone, in case we accidentally passed the fuck out for twelve hours and missed the Baron’s deadline, and then I finally let my eyes slide closed as sleep came for me. 
 
    I fell into such a deep state of unconsciousness that I actually felt pretty well rested by the time the annoying chirp of my cell phone woke Amber and I later that morning. 
 
    I was already starting to wonder how much longer I needed to keep going to school. Yeah, I loved music, but I figured I had over a quarter of a million dollars in gold nuggets, so I should focus on buying some modern guns, armor, and a place where I could move the wardrobe to. Then I could just go to this fantasy world as a job.  
 
    Damn. The idea was awesome.  
 
    I’d been so busy adventuring with Amber as my weapon that I hadn’t spent time going to a gun store. After doing some research, I also knew it would take thirty days to actually get whatever weapon I wanted, and I would only be able to buy low capacity magazines for each gun.  
 
    Ewww. 
 
    I had lunch with Aron and Honey, though I made sure to buy a pretzel and some chicken wings for Amber since I had the afternoon completely free. 
 
    “Why don’t you come into the city with us?” Honey pouted and whacked me square in the shoulder. 
 
    “Oww,” I pouted back and then laughed as I tapped her back with the toe of my sneaker. “And because Amber still feels kinda crappy from when she sort of fainted, so I’m just gonna hang with her and try and make her feel better.” 
 
    “We can’t hate him for that,” Aron told Honey in a serious tone, and he grinned knowingly at me. “Amber is smoking fucking hot.” 
 
    “There’s that, too,” I chuckled, and then I waved my two friends off. “See you guys later.” 
 
    I trudged my way back to my dorm room where Amber immediately pulled me into a long kiss. 
 
    “I missed you,” she murmured against my mouth. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I replied with a smile. “I brought you food, though.” 
 
    “Oh!” She immediately broke away from our kiss and made grabby hands at the folded box I carried. 
 
    I handed it to her with a chuckle and then sat on my desk chair as I watched her eat. 
 
    “What?” she asked with a joking frown on her face, and she licked at a stray droplet of sauce from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Nothing.” I shook my head and smiled across the room at her. “You’re just cute when you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I’m always hungry.” Amber flushed a light shade of pink as she took another bite of pretzel.  
 
    “That means you’re always cute, though,” I reasoned with her. 
 
    “It’s just because I’d been trapped in my bow form for so long, I’d forgotten how wonderful it was to actually eat,” Amber explained as she played with the end of a pretzel stick. “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said softly. “It must’ve felt like you were starving.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly how it felt. I was starving, I was dehydrated, I was constantly exhausted…” Amber shook her head, popped the last bite of pretzel into her mouth, and grinned up at me. “But you found me, and now you feed me these weird foods that are actually really quite wonderful.” 
 
    “Yeah, New York pretzels have that effect on people,” I laughed. “So, are you ready to come and fight some vampires with me?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Amber giggled and jumped up from where she’d been sitting cross-legged on my bed. “But I want you to kiss me first.” 
 
    “Like a goodbye kiss?” I asked, and I immediately scooped her into my arms the moment she was within touching distance. 
 
    She squealed in surprise, and then the sound petered out when she leaned her body up against mine and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded with a small smile. “Like a goodbye kiss.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed as I grinned down at her. “A goodbye kiss.” 
 
    I pulled her even closer to me so that our torsos had little to no space between them, and then I leaned down to press my mouth up against hers. Amber instantly melted into me, and she opened her plump lips so my tongue could wind itself around hers as I held her there. 
 
    I could’ve stayed there, in that exact same spot, kissing my otherworldly warrior woman in the middle of my college dorm room, but instead I reluctantly pulled away from the sweetness of her mouth with a soft sigh. 
 
    “I know.” Amber nodded with another breathless smile as she pushed my hair out of my face and held her hand against my cheek. “We just gotta go fight some vampires, and then we can come back. No big deal.” 
 
    “No big deal.” I nodded in agreement and chuckled as I took her hand and led her over to my closet. 
 
    With my other hand, I pulled the double doors open, and we were once again greeted by the supernatural sheen of the portal in the back wall of my ancient-looking closet.  
 
    “If you weren’t standing here, holding my hand right now,” I said as I smiled down at Amber and squeezed her fingers between mine, “I wouldn’t believe this was real.” 
 
    “The same can be said for me,” Amber agreed with a giggle. “Your world is so different to mine.” 
 
    “I’ll show you more of it soon, I promise,” I told her. “Let’s go get this stupid book for the stupid Baron, and then maybe we’ll get a chance to relax.” 
 
    “Deal,” Amber said with a firm nod. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We stepped through the swirling oval of molten gold, and the portal yanked us through by an invisible hook to the stomach. The familiar chill of the underground dungeon beneath my forest cabin materialized around me, and I instinctively reached up to my chest to feel Amber’s bowstring laid out across my pectoral muscles. 
 
    I’m here, Amber assured me with a giggle. As always. 
 
    “Aren’t I lucky.” I smiled in reply, but then I did a double take as I went to lower my hand and saw the change in my tattoo markings. 
 
    My tattoo was still present on the back of my hand where it showed my skill tree as well as Amber’s bow ability, but the markings had morphed and crept further up onto my wrist.  
 
    “What does that look like to you?” I asked Amber as I peered at my hand. 
 
    Like a… Compass? Amber offered in a curious voice. Maybe? 
 
    It certainly looked like a compass, because the marking on the back of my wrist had four points and what looked like an arrowhead in the center. 
 
    Turn around, Amber suddenly suggested. See if the arrowhead follows you. 
 
    I did as Amber said and laughed out loud when I saw that she was right. The arrowhead in the center of the wrist marking moved with me, and I realized my tattoo now offered a quest compass. 
 
    “That’s fucking cool,” I said with another chuckle as I kept turning to watch the point move. “I think it’s directing me further into the dungeon, though.” 
 
    The quartermaster did say the swamp witch and the vampires were connected by location only, Amber reminded me. So maybe the vampires are in this dungeon somewhere? 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” I shrugged and held my arm up as if I was looking at the time on a wristwatch, but groaned when I saw the needle. “It’s telling me to go through the cave-in.” 
 
    I wish I could help you clear it, Amber sighed. It’s not telling you any other way? 
 
    “Nope, seems pretty damn adamant,” I said as I inspected the point of the compass on my tattoo, and then I blinked as I remembered what I had stashed in the closet. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Always fun when that happens, Amber giggled inside of my mind, and then I heard a metaphorical intake of breath when she realized what my plan was. Oh, the potions! 
 
    “Yep.” I grinned as I scooped up the vial of viscous black liquid that had given me super strength. “I reckon I can make light work of these rocks with this.” 
 
    Good thinking, Amber said eagerly. You’ll only need a couple drops, right? 
 
    “Yeah, I wanna keep as much of this goop as possible,” I said as I held the vial up to the light and watched it swirl like something out of a horror movie. “Okay, here goes nothing.” 
 
    I released the stopper and squeezed some liquid up into the glass tube before I held it over my tongue and let three drops fall. 
 
    I swallowed heavily and waited for it to kick in. Moments later, I felt the same power surge travel through my body as the potion’s effects began, and my body morphed and changed as the magic did its job. I gasped as the tattoo on the back of my hand fizzed and burned slightly while it altered to accommodate my new powers, and I let out the breath I held as my muscles expanded. 
 
    “Goddamn, that beats any pre-workout I’ve ever had,” I laughed as I placed the vials on the shelf in the closet, flexed my arms, and let the adrenaline surge through my veins. “Right, let’s clear this cave-in.” 
 
    The potion’s strength boon made light work of the closed off tunnel, and though I started by heaving the rocks away, I ended up just trying my luck and punching straight through the stone. I took a deep breath, brought my fist up, and punched the rock, which crumbled into dust around my fist. 
 
    Did you really just do that? Amber asked as I let out an elated gasp. 
 
    “Apparently,” I chuckled loudly and brought my arm out of the pile of rocks. 
 
    Are you gonna punch your way through this caved-in tunnel? Amber giggled in disbelief. 
 
    “Watch me.” I grinned smugly and brought both of my fists up to my face, like a boxer in a Las Vegas ring. 
 
    The quicker I punched, the faster the rock disintegrated into pebbles and dust at my feet, as my heightened strength ability aided me in my task. Within only five minutes, the chamber in which the closet portal stood now had a vast entrance into the rest of the sprawling hillside dungeon, which meant I didn’t have to go snooping in the forest above to find another way in again. 
 
    Impressive, Amber praised, and I felt the sting of the tattoo dissipate as my powers waned again. 
 
    “I wish I could take that potion into my world,” I laughed as I left the chamber in which the portal in the closet resided, and instead of climbing the stone staircase to the forest outside, I pushed further into the cold stone dungeon itself by the light of the strange magical torches that lined the walls every fifteen or so feet. 
 
    It was eerily quiet, as it always was, and I was thankful for the fact the arrowhead on my wrist guided me through the stone walls.  
 
    I spotted another tight stone staircase after about fifteen minutes of exploring and figured that was the same entrance I’d found when we’d gone on the hunt for the swamp, and I expected the tunnels to be exactly the same as when I’d last explored, but I didn’t recognize the route I was now taking. 
 
    “I think the dungeon’s changed,” I commented in an instinctively low voice, though my words still echoed against the stone around me. 
 
    It’s transformed, do you think? Amber asked thoughtfully. Maybe this place holds more magic than just the portal in the closet. 
 
    “You might be right,” I agreed as I pushed further through the maze of stone passageways. “It’s like this place knows where it wants to put me.” 
 
    You spoke too soon, Amber chuckled when I suddenly stopped in my tracks. 
 
    I had come out into a small antechamber that split off into three identical stone corridors. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed. “Well, now more than ever, this new tattoo had better steer me true.” 
 
    It will, Amber assured me, though I could tell her confidence was somewhat faked. 
 
    “We don’t really have another choice,” I said grimly. “It’s aiming to the left.” 
 
    As long as we remember the route, Amber said in my mind as I took the left passage. Just like last time.  
 
    I just nodded and continued on. 
 
    The stone corridor stretched on endlessly, and there was nothing around me except claustrophobic stone and the sound of my lone footsteps. 
 
    “I see something,” I suddenly said and picked up the pace. “Just ahead.” 
 
    I see it, too, Amber replied. Another staircase? 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” I grinned. “I love this new compass.” 
 
    I told you it’d work, Amber replied happily. 
 
    The dungeon opened up into another small chamber, which would’ve been a total dead end if it hadn’t been for the tight stone staircase that spiraled upward. 
 
    “Never thought I’d say this, but I hope this staircase brings us out into the vampire den,” I chuckled darkly as I approached the entryway to the chamber, and then suddenly all hints of laughter left my throat like the flame of a candle being snuffed out. 
 
    Halfway up the spiraling staircase was a hunched-over figure, as gray as the dungeon itself and almost camouflaged against the stone, with its back to me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Vampire, Amber breathed, and her voice was tainted with the sudden fear I also felt. 
 
    I’d frozen in place, only half out of the archway that led into the chamber, and I kept my eyes fixed on the figure on the stairs. 
 
    Its shoulder blades were sharp, with the bone almost threatening to break through the tight gray skin of the creature’s back, and I could see each ridge of its spine like a dinosaur. It seemed to be in a trance, as frozen as I was, but its breathing was fast and ragged like a cat with its hackles raised.  
 
    I didn’t dare answer Amber’s one-worded comment, but I very slowly reached up to her bow form and started to slide it over my head. I grimaced when the bowstring made the slightest of sounds as it released into its normal tension, and I pulled an arrow from the quiver as slowly as I possibly could, so I didn’t rattle the rest of them. 
 
    Amber was also silent in my head as I gently nocked the arrow to her string, but before I could even fully pull the string back, the vampire turned around as if it had sensed the danger. 
 
    “Oh, shit…” I breathed. 
 
    It didn’t look like any vampire I’d ever heard of in the dark fantasy books and movies from back home. 
 
    This thing was more animal than it was human, with dusty gray skin that looked almost like parchment paper because it was so dry and eyes that were nothing but black holes inside its angular head. The vamp’s face was pointed almost like a snout, except it had no nose, just another two little slits beneath its eyes, but its mouth was the most terrifying thing of all.  
 
    It was huge and full of razor-sharp teeth, and a long leathery tongue slithered its way out of the vampire’s mouth like a snake. 
 
    And I knew all this because the vampire on the stairs turned to me and screamed bloody murder. 
 
    He leapt at me before I had the chance to pull the bowstring taut, and the stone staircase was so small I had nowhere else to go but down to the previous antechamber as the hideous thing hurtled toward me with its mouth wide and its teeth bared. 
 
    I instinctively brought the bow up in front of me to try and protect myself, and the vampire clattered against me with a furious snap of its jaws. At the last minute, it’d extended its ugly arms, and I could see a wafer-thin membrane stretched between the limb and the creature’s sides and realized that’s where its wings should go. 
 
    But this ugly dungeon dwelling version of a vampire didn’t quite have the capacity, so it could leap fast and long, but it couldn’t fly. 
 
    To make up for that fact, though, it did have long skeletal arms with hands that held claws as razor sharp as its teeth, and they scrabbled against the wood of Amber’s bow as I fought to keep its teeth away from my neck. 
 
    I used all of my weight to counteract the creature’s attack and flung both it and the bow away from me. The vampire skidded back against the stone and huffed through its slitted nostrils as it rounded on me again, with its clawed feet scraping against the stone floor like nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    “This room is too fucking small!” I grunted, and I kept my arms extended enough to try and hold the feral thing back as it snapped and clawed at me all over again. 
 
    My bow isn’t much help when you’re up close and personal like this, Amber groaned inside my head. And I’ve never come across these things in my life! 
 
    I heaved against the ugly gray beast and tried to shove it away from me again, but this time one of its claws managed to sink into the flesh of my arm, and warm droplets of blood immediately started to form along the slash. 
 
    The creature blinked and stopped its crazed snarling to sniff deeply through its slitted nostrils as it took in the sudden scent of my blood. 
 
    Just for half a second, it was immobilized in its bloodlust, and I took my opportunity. 
 
    “Amber, channel your fire power!” I shouted as I reached behind my back with my good hand and expertly flicked an arrow between my fingers like a drummer with his sticks. 
 
    Do it! she exclaimed inside my mind. 
 
    I twisted the arrow in my hand, held it like a miniature spear, and shoved the arrowhead deep into the vampire’s face just as Amber activated her fire ability. 
 
    The beast screamed in sudden agony, an unholy shriek that set my teeth on edge, and I watched with gory satisfaction as the heat and flames from the tip of Amber’s arrow spread like literal wildfire beneath the creature’s skin.  
 
    It was like holding a hand over the end of a flashlight, and the skin turned red as the light passed through it. 
 
    The flames spread along every vein in the creature’s body as it was ignited from within, and when it tried to scream again, the damn thing suddenly exploded like a firecracker. 
 
    The vampire bodily disintegrated, and a gross cloud of ash and skin filled the stone antechamber where the beast once stood. I shook from my head to my toes in disgust and tried to brush the ashen dust out of my hair as best as I could. 
 
    “Ugh,” I moaned as I gritted my teeth against the stench of burned flesh and papery ash. 
 
    Wow, Amber said grimly. That was something. 
 
    “It was distracted by the scent of my blood,” I muttered as I scooped her bow back up into my hand and then inspected the small slash on my arm that still had little beads of blood forming along the perfectly straight line. “I can use it to pick them off.” 
 
    This has to be a stealth mission, Amber said as I tiptoed back over to the stone staircase. If you have a swarm of them coming at you, you won’t stand a chance. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I admitted in a low voice as I started to climb the stairs. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with here.” 
 
    The staircase went on for a little more time than the one below my cabin did, and my thigh muscles had started to burn a little by the time I finally reached the summit.  
 
    My breath faltered in my throat when I stepped onto the top of the stairwell and found myself in a hulking stone cavern that looked like part of a castle. 
 
    It was definitely still part of the dungeon, though, because there were no windows to speak of in the giant stone hall, but there were two sets of stairs that led up to a walkway on the far wall, as well as several other smaller passageways that trailed off into darkness. 
 
    Below the walkway, I was surprised to see what looked like an old library of sorts, with rotted wooden bookshelves still covered in dusty old tomes and dogeared scrolls of parchment, as well as the odd iron sconce that held low-burning wooden torches. 
 
    I pointed one end of the bow toward the library area and heard Amber hum in understanding within my mind. 
 
    You think the book is over there, she said and hummed again in agreement. But there’s just a slight issue of crossing the hall… 
 
    The wooden torches were the only means of light in the entire place, so the dungeon hall was still pretty damn dark, and it would’ve been bad enough if it were empty, but as luck would have it, the room was also full of hunched-over, mid-hibernation vampires. 
 
    Their rapid, rattling breathing filled the hall with an unsettling vibration of sound, and it felt like I’d walked into a snake pit.  
 
    Only worse. 
 
    Because they were vampires. 
 
    Don’t speak, Amber whispered inside my mind. Just don’t make a sound. 
 
    I nodded instinctively, though I knew Amber couldn’t see me. She knew I could hear her, though, and I kept my grip tight on her bow as I stepped away from the winding staircase and out into the eerie openness of the dungeon hall itself. 
 
    My footsteps sounded like thunder in my mind, and I winced every time I had to move. 
 
    Stealth, Amber reminded me. I’ll keep my fire ability going, if you shoot them while they slumber, they should just disintegrate silently. They’re not totally grouped together, either, so you should be able to pick them off. 
 
    I didn’t answer, I couldn’t answer, but it was as if Amber could sense my derision. 
 
    No, I don’t know that for sure. She sighed knowingly. But it’s our best shot, isn’t it? 
 
    I just nodded again and kept my mouth clamped shut as I carefully slid an arrow out of the leather quiver on my back. I nocked it against the bowstring, which in the unsettling dark and quiet, may as well have sounded like a gong being hit. Then I slowly released the breath I’d held since I’d first poked my head above the stone staircase where I’d found the first vampire, and I properly studied my surroundings. 
 
    I was standing in the southwestern corner of the hall, and the library area was on the northern side. I figured the book the Baron’s soothsayer so badly wanted was going to be somewhere over there, so I had to figure out a way to cross the hall without waking the hibernating vampires. 
 
    I briefly considered attempting to wind through them on my tiptoes and not risk engaging them at all, but the thought of being so close to them made my skin crawl. It would take one misstep, one slight squeak of my sneaker, and they’d wake from their sleep and dive right for me. 
 
    Unless I could distract them. 
 
    My blood had done exactly that for the one on the staircase, and I kept this knowledge in the forefront of my mind as I slowly began to draw the bowstring back along with the arrow in my hand. 
 
    I aimed the arrow slowly, so Amber could work out what my plan was. 
 
    I pointed at the first vampire, closest to me on the left, then the one directly in front, and then the one to the right. 
 
    Pick off the stragglers, Amber said. And then a big finale for that group in the middle. 
 
    I just shrugged and bit back a nervous smile at her immediate understanding. 
 
    There was a tightly-knit group of gray-skinned vampires in the very center of the room, all of them with their backs to me but with their chests still heaving with the rapidness of their breathing. I wondered for a moment why they were so tightly clustered together but decided not to question it too much, because it actually made my life a lot easier. 
 
    Providing I could take out the stragglers. 
 
    I held the bow up in a decisive manner and aimed it straight for the shoulder blades of the closest vampire. 
 
    I’m ready, Amber said softly in my mind. Do it. 
 
    I let the arrow fly from my fingertips as I released a breath, and the noise it made as it whooshed through the air sounded about as loud as a wave crashing against a shore. 
 
    The arrow sunk into the powdery flesh of the unconscious vampire, and before it even had a chance to rear its ugly head, the fire rippled through its body and burned the creature from the inside out in a grotesque and silent fireworks display. There was a sigh, almost of relief, and the figure quietly burst into a cloud of gray ash. 
 
    I watched it flutter to the ground like confetti and grinned widely. 
 
    You see! Amber squealed. I knew it’d work! 
 
    I just nodded again and immediately nocked the next arrow. 
 
    I padded around the giant stone hall and took out as many of the vampires as I could, until the floors were covered in a thin layer of ash, and the only ones that remained were the small cluster in the center of the room. 
 
    It’s like they’re… Guarding something, Amber muttered as we studied them. 
 
    They were still turned into each other in a tight circle, as if whatever was in the center had to be protected, and I started to think Amber was right. 
 
    Maybe the book wasn’t by all the others. 
 
    Maybe it was exactly what these freaky creatures were so intent on keeping hidden. 
 
    “Ice,” I murmured the one word out loud, in barely a breath. 
 
    Yes, Amber said in my mind. Ice. 
 
    I pulled another arrow out of the quiver and this time aimed at the floor by the creatures’ disgusting clawed feet. I let it loose in a quick fire, and the ice from Amber’s power spread across the floor around their ankles. 
 
    Freezing them in place, Amber chuckled. Clever. 
 
    I quickly took a few steps forward from where I was and started to climb the staircase onto the walkway above the library. I wanted a slightly higher vantage point so my arrows had a better chance of hitting true, and I could definitely see something within the cluster of vampires. 
 
    Yeah, they’re definitely guarding something, Amber agreed, as if she could read my mind.  
 
    “I’m gonna be rapid firing,” I murmured under my breath. “Light them all up at once.” 
 
    You’ve got this, Amber assured me. They’re frozen in place, even if some of them wake up, they shouldn’t be able to move immediately. 
 
    I stretched the tendons in my neck out on either side, flexed my hand against the grip of the bow, and prepared to take out the cluster. 
 
    I planned on shooting a fire arrow at the two on either side of the group, and then one directly in the middle, and I hoped Amber’s fire power would spread fast enough to disintegrate the lot of them. 
 
    I unsheathed several arrows from the quiver, made sure they were lined up and ready to grab, and took a flat stance with my feet shoulder width apart as I quite literally rained down hellfire on the beasts. 
 
    As planned, the outermost vampires erupted into clouds of ash before they’d even awoken, but the middle creatures screeched loudly when they realized their brethren had dissipated and then shrieked all over again when they realized their feet were frozen solid to the stone floor on which they stood. 
 
    I kept firing my arrows until eventually the dungeon hall held no more disgusting gray creatures that this world called vampires. 
 
    “Oh, my god, it feels like I was holding that breath in forever,” I gasped as I stowed Amber’s bow on my back and leapt down the stairs toward the center of the room. 
 
    It turned out the vampire cluster had indeed been guarding something, and I could see a small black marble pedestal holding a thick leather-bound book in the middle of the room. I blew the heavy coating of vampire ash off the book and studied the front cover, though it was in a language I couldn’t understand. 
 
    The leather also looked disconcertingly like human skin, but I chose to ignore the obvious gruesomeness and eagerly scooped the ancient tome up into both hands. 
 
    But the moment the book left the pedestal, an almighty shriek reverberated around the dungeon hall, and my heart dropped. 
 
    It was louder, and angrier, than any sound the other vampires had made, and I gulped as I dropped the book on the floor to claw for Amber’s bow. 
 
    Above you! she suddenly yelled, and I ducked just in time. 
 
    A hulking gray mass had been roosting in the far corner of the ceiling, with its clawed feet dug right into the stonework itself, and now that it was awake, it came swooping down toward me with another ungodly scream. 
 
    This vampire was almost twice the size of the others, with fully-formed wings and even longer teeth, and its eyes were blood red instead of black. 
 
    “It’s a fucking boss!” I groaned as I scrambled away and made my way back up the stairs to the walkway. 
 
    Same process! Amber replied. We’ll freeze it to immobilize it, then burn it! 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this!” I growled, and I pulled an arrow out from the quiver as I rounded on the beast. 
 
    The James Miller from Brooklyn, who was low-key terrified of spiders and their spindly little legs and absolutely detested the act of taking the garbage out because the smell made him feel sick, would’ve run for his damn life and screamed louder than the vampire all the way down the dungeon corridors. 
 
    But not this version of myself. 
 
    Giant vampire boss guarding an ancient book? Easy pickings. 
 
    I let my arrow fly, and Amber helped keep my aim true as the speed of the attack sent the creature slamming back into the wall of the dungeon cavern. Which actually worked out perfectly, because the ice from my arrow spread out across the creature’s chest and fused with the stone behind it, and I quickly shot another one into the creature’s legs so it really couldn’t move. 
 
    It let out another teeth-rattling scream, and its red eyes were filled with nothing but blind bloodlust as it searched for me. 
 
    “Fire,” I grunted as I pulled another arrow toward the bowstring. “Fire, now!” 
 
    I got it! Amber confirmed eagerly. Shoot! 
 
    The arrow imbued with the redhead’s new fire power whistled through the air and started to ignite before it had even come into contact with the vampire boss, almost like a rocket breaking through the atmosphere. 
 
    The white-tipped fire arrow sank directly into the vampire’s neck, and despite him being big and mighty, the ugly thing swallowed a strangled scream and fell silent for a brief second before it erupted into a cloud of thick gray and white ash. 
 
    You did it! Amber cheered inside my mind. By the gods, that was incredible! 
 
    “I never wanna go up against vampires ever again.” I shuddered and then let out a breathless chuckle. “Right, I’m grabbing that book, and then we’re getting the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Wait! Amber suddenly said. I can see something, in the pile of ash over there. 
 
    “You can?” I asked curiously as I looked over to where she metaphorically pointed. 
 
    The big vampire had disintegrated like his fellow brethren, but Amber was right. There was something poking out of the pile of ash on the floor, and it seemed to call to me the moment I laid eyes on it. 
 
    I hurried over to where the giant vampire had been slain and used my foot to nudge the object that was covered in its dirty gray ash. It was made from a sleek black metal and clattered a little when I toed at it, so I dragged it out of the pile of vampire ash with both hands. 
 
    Pauldrons, Amber said in a satisfied voice. Not that you need protection, but they can’t hurt. 
 
    Amber quickly explained how to fasten them, though it was surprisingly similar to how football shoulder pads sat, and I brushed the ash away from the shining black metal. The shoulder plates were sharp and pointed, and I grinned down at my new piece of kit. 
 
    They were really fucking cool, and I felt like I’d fit in even more in Hadden now I had some sort of armor on my back. 
 
    Can you hear me? 
 
    “Yes, I can hear you,” I chuckled as I pulled at one of the pauldrons’ fastenings. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, Amber said in confusion. 
 
    “Yes, you did.” I laughed again and shook my head. “You asked if I could hear you.” 
 
    I promise you, I didn’t ask that, Amber said softly. 
 
    Can you hear me? 
 
    “See, I just heard you again,” I told her. 
 
    James, that wasn’t me, Amber murmured. I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Oh… I can hear another voice,” I suddenly realized, and I ran a hand over the sleek black metal of my new armor. “Do you think… We need to get back through the portal. Right now.” 
 
    I stashed the soothsayer’s book under one arm, slung my bow over my back, and hauled ass out of the cavernous dungeon hall that now housed nothing but old books and vampire dust. 
 
    I followed the flickering arrow on my tattoo back through the winding maze of dungeon hallways and corridors, until after maybe thirty minutes, I finally found myself in the familiar antechamber with my closet portal. 
 
    I went to stash the soothsayer book inside the closet itself, and my heart sank when I spotted the two potion vials Harold the quartermaster had given me. 
 
    “Oops,” I said with both a sigh and a shake of the head. “Totally forgot about these.” 
 
    Yes, but you didn’t even need them, Amber giggled. You were powerful enough on your own. 
 
    “True.” I smirked. “And I did use some of the strength one to clear that tunnel, which will definitely come in handy. Next time, though, I’ll have some more fun.” 
 
    I didn’t want to risk bringing the potions through the portal, because if Amber’s theory was true that whatever magic resided in this world didn’t translate in mine, then I ran the risk of destroying the potions themselves and bringing back two vials of plain old water. 
 
    Can you hear me?  
 
    “Yes, I can hear you!” I froze when I heard the very faint voice in the back of my mind again, but I’d already lost it the moment I heard it. “Okay, if my theory is right, and I hope it is, then this should work.” 
 
    I quickly stepped through the golden portal in the back of the closet, felt the familiar tug at my navel, and could suddenly feel carpet beneath my feet again. 
 
    Amber stood hand in hand with me, since I’d carried her bow instead of having her on my back. 
 
    She looked round at me immediately, and her bright blue eyes grew even wider with surprise. 
 
    Because where my newly discovered pauldrons had sat on my shoulders in the otherworld, now that I’d stepped through the portal in my closet and back into Brooklyn, a black-haired woman slid off my back and collapsed onto the carpet beside us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Whoa!” Amber let out a shout of surprise and then immediately fell to her knees beside the new black-haired woman who had appeared when we crossed through the portal. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Were you the voice I could hear?” I asked gently as I bent my knees to get to eye level with the newest addition to our secret gang. 
 
    The black-haired woman took a long shuddering breath and eventually lifted her face up to look at me. 
 
    She was gorgeous, with eerily pale skin that looked almost translucent when it caught the light, and the soft milky color made the darkness of her eyes even starker against her face. Her eyes were big and round and almost black, to the point where I couldn’t tell what was pupil and what was iris. Her mid-length hair was the same, as straight as a poker and dark as the night, and the ends brushed the top of her slim shoulders. 
 
    She was dressed in the same basic leather dress Amber had worn when she’d accidentally stumbled into my world through the dungeon in my closet, and I shot the redhead a quick look as the new girl gathered herself. 
 
    “Where… Where am I?” she asked hoarsely as she blinked her huge black eyes up at me, and I instantly recognized the voice I’d heard in my head when I’d first put the shiny black pauldrons over my shoulders. 
 
    “Brooklyn.” I grinned down at her. “Welcome.” 
 
    “I… I’m confused, I was… The vampires? I-I was trapped, I… You! You rescued me, but how did…” The black-haired woman gasped out a breath, and then she slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Easy,” Amber said as she ran a hand up and down the newcomer’s back in a calming manner. “Hey, hey, are you okay?” 
 
    The beautiful pale-skinned woman had suddenly slumped against Amber as her eyelids fluttered, and her sudden rapid breathing made her chest heave beneath the raw leather of her tight dress. 
 
    “I’m okay…” she gasped, though she kept her eyes screwed shut. “I’m exhausted, though… I can barely keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Yeah, transforming back into human form will do that to you,” Amber said in an understanding tone, and she gently rubbed her arm where the black-haired woman was still slumped against her. “I think you need to get some rest.” 
 
    “I think we all do,” I said decidedly. “You can share my bed with Amber, I don’t mind taking the chair.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Amber looked up at me with doe eyes, and I knew instantly she didn’t want to be apart from me for even one night. 
 
    I knew, because I felt the same. 
 
    But I didn’t want to pressure our newest accidental companion into anything, even if that was just sleeping next to each other. 
 
    It still would’ve meant we’d be in close proximity, and I wasn’t one for putting women into uncomfortable situations. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” I smiled at my redhead who still cradled the other woman in one arm. “You girls get cozy, I’ve slept in my computer chair way more times than I’d care to admit, and it’s actually not all that bad.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” the black-haired woman murmured sleepily from beside Amber. 
 
    I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to do the whole master thing and ask her name in return, but she was already asleep. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I told her instead with a smile, even though she couldn’t see it because her big round eyes were heavy. “Let it be known that I, James Miller, am a gentleman.” 
 
    “I could’ve vouched for that, too,” Amber giggled, and then she immediately shushed herself when she realized the pale-skinned girl had already fallen asleep next to her.  
 
    I helped Amber move the new girl further onto the bed, where we both unlaced either one of her leather boots, pulled them from her feet, and then placed the comforter over her now fully unconscious body. 
 
    “I feel sorry for her,” Amber whispered and frowned. “I was starting to think it really was just me. It’s not a pleasant experience, what we’ve been through.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine,” I murmured in reply as I pulled the redhead close in a tight embrace. “But if I’ve said it once, I’ll say it again… I’m glad I found you.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Amber smiled up at me, and then she ran her hand through my hair. “Goodnight, Sir Miller.” 
 
    “You’d better watch yourself,” I chuckled quietly and then pulled her in for a quick, tender kiss before she crawled into my bed beside the black-haired woman. 
 
    I grabbed a blanket and sent a quick prayer out to my mom who’d insisted I pack a spare when I moved. Then I situated myself in my leather computer chair for the night. 
 
    I fell into a deep sleep pretty quickly, all things considered, but rest was out of the question. 
 
    The moment my eyes slid shut and I was submerged into my subconscious, my mind decided to plague me with a hyper-realistic dreamscape. 
 
    It was as if I blinked and was suddenly transported to a weird flat plane that stretched on for miles with no discernable horizon. There were no walls, no sides, no corners, and no nooks or crannies at all, and I’d never felt more exposed in all my life. The floor I stood on was solid but covered in something slick. It could’ve been water, but it was almost too thick and gloopy, too viscous to be just water. 
 
    Oil? 
 
    As soon as I’d thought the word, a spark cracked somewhere in the distance like a lightning bolt, and the liquid beneath the soles of my feet suddenly came alight. 
 
    “Whoa!” I called out and stumbled on instinct as the bleakness suddenly erupted with flames. 
 
    Use me, I suddenly heard Amber’s voice in my mind, and her bow materialized in my hands within the blink of an eye. 
 
    I didn’t question anything, just shot an arrow at the ground and hoped that the Dream Amber caught on to the situation. 
 
    The fire that broiled beneath my feet instantly hissed and hardened as soon as Amber’s ice arrow came into contact with the floor, and I took a deep shuddering breath as the potential for pain started to flicker along the soles of my now bare feet. 
 
    I blinked again, and the dreamscape changed. 
 
    I was surrounded by crumbling rock, like a constant, shifting landslide, except I was still on flat ground. The boulders rained down around me like the world’s deadliest hailstorm, and all I could do was gasp continuously for breath as I tried to move out of their path. 
 
    Can you hear me? The black-haired woman’s dream voice was as quiet as her real voice had been in the dungeon world, and her pauldrons appeared on my torso the moment I latched onto the sound of her voice. 
 
    Except they were four times as heavy as they had been, and the sensation of suffocating, and of being crushed, was suddenly tenfold. 
 
    Can you hear me? she asked again, but the voice was fainter, and the armor became even heavier than before. 
 
    I pulled at the slick black metal like a football player readjusting his shoulder pads, except I couldn’t move it even half an inch. They were like a deadweight, and somehow shrinking over my shoulders, and I could barely get a breath out as my bones creaked and ached against the sudden pressure. 
 
    I awoke in my chair gasping for air, and I looked up to see Amber standing over me with her teeth buried in her bottom lip. 
 
    “Hey!” she half-whispered as soon as my eyes met hers, and she crouched down so her face was below me. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled slowly and rubbed my temples. “Just a bad dream.” 
 
    “A nightmare…” she murmured as she brushed my hair out of my face. “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” I assured her with a tired smile. “Today’s gonna suck, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I might stay behind with her,” Amber said as she continued to gnaw on her lip with worry, and she glanced over her freckled shoulder at the black-haired woman who was still passed out in my bed. “I think she had bad dreams, too.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re gonna be okay here?” I asked the redhead, and the thought of her almost passing out from being away from me suddenly came into my mind. 
 
    “I thought about that, too.” Amber sighed and then forced a smile onto her face as she shrugged. “But I felt better the moment I was closer to the portal. I think having a connection to my world helps. And she’ll need someone here when she wakes up, for sure.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” I smiled down at my beautiful warrior woman. “As usual.” 
 
    “Don’t act so surprised,” she pouted as she pulled me out of my chair. “I think you love it.” 
 
    “I really do,” I grinned and instinctively pulled her close. 
 
    I pressed my lips up against Amber’s and smiled into her kiss as she immediately sighed into me. Her body molded to mine, and I marveled at her for the millionth time as my hands roamed across her shoulders and down her back. 
 
    I wished I could’ve stayed there, suspended in a kiss with her all day, but I reluctantly pulled away from her welcoming mouth with a groan. 
 
    “I’ve only got some morning classes,” I told her as I played with a loose tendril of her red hair. “I’ll be back by lunchtime.” 
 
    “You’ll bring food?” Amber suddenly asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled as I watched her blue eyes sparkle with anticipation. “I’ll bring food.” 
 
    I quickly got ready for the day, and then I reluctantly left the two beautiful women in my dorm room and headed out for my morning classes. 
 
    Fall had definitely made its presence known in New York. The morning air had a slight chill to it, since it hadn’t yet been warmed by the sun, though it was already doing its damnedest even as early as it was. The sky was relatively empty aside from a few cotton candy clouds that floated across the wash of blue, and the trees that surrounded campus had finally started to morph with the change in season. The canopies of greenery suddenly had a gilded, golden edge to them as the leaves began to wither on the branches, and the sound of early morning birdsong mixed with the familiar New York sounds of construction workers taking a break somewhere a few blocks away and the rhythmic whoosh of the subway trains that snaked beneath the city. 
 
    I wandered across the quad from my dorm hall toward the main building of the Brooklyn School Of Music, but I almost felt out of place at this point considering how much time I’d spent crawling through an enchanted dungeon. 
 
    My first class was a practical one with a guest DJ, where my sleepiness was blown away for an hour or so thanks to the decibel level in the recording rooms, but by the time I was walking to my Production 101 class, I was yawning every other breath again. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Aron commented with a knowing grin, and I turned to find my metalhead friend handing a takeout cup of coffee over to me. 
 
    “Oh, my god, you’re a lifesaver,” I groaned as I immediately took a long sip from the steaming opening in the lid. “How’d you know?” 
 
    “I figured your production lectures are at the same time as my free hours, and I also happen to be the world’s greatest friend.” Aron shrugged as he took a swig of his own coffee and studied me with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Are you doing okay, bud?” 
 
    “Just tired,” I yawned as we walked across the quad together. 
 
    “Amber keeping you busy, is she?” Aron snickered as he wedged a white-tipped cigarette between his teeth. 
 
    “Something like that,” I sighed, but then I chuckled when I saw Aron’s eyebrows waggling of their own accord. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Hey, if you can’t keep up, it’s nothing to be ashamed of.” My long-haired friend laughed heartily and then took a long drag of his now lit cigarette. “Lesser men have equally failed in that arena.” 
 
    “You mean like you?” I shot back and nudged him with my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll have you know, my prowess with women is revered,” Aron pouted and wedged the cigarette back into the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Yeah, back in the Midwest or wherever the fuck you came from,” I countered and then snorted when he shot me a petulant look. “You’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.” 
 
    We continued bantering and grew lewder and more fantastical with each step across the quad, until we finally ended up outside the lecture hall that housed my Production 101 class in fits of laughter. 
 
    “That redhead ditch you, did she?” I suddenly heard a snide voice over my shoulder. “Decided to stick with your new boyfriend instead? Or did the long hair confuse you?” 
 
    I turned at the sound of Brad’s voice and let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    The frat guy who’d hit on Amber at the semester’s first party of the season smirked across at us with his arms folded over a puffed out chest, and he leaned against the brick wall of the lecture hall with his watery blue eyes fixed on both Aron and I. 
 
    I’d almost forgotten that I shared a good number of my classes with him, and I really just did not want to even acknowledge his existence today. 
 
    “Amber’s still with me,” I replied in a flat voice and barely glanced over my shoulder at him. “Surely rejection isn’t something you’re unfamiliar with, Brad-- your personality makes for a perfect ‘no thanks.’” 
 
    Aron snorted into his coffee cup, and Brad’s eyes immediately shot to him. 
 
    “I don’t know who you think you’re laughing at, nerd,” the smarmy frat boy snapped. 
 
    “No, I don’t have a clue, either,” Aron muttered under his breath as he took the last drag of his smoke. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Brad had darted across to us and grabbed Aron by the collar of his patch-covered leather jacket, and he suddenly had my friend shoved up against the wall with their faces almost touching. 
 
    “Careful, nerd,” Brad hissed as his nose brushed Aron’s. “Your boyfriend might get jealous.” 
 
    I didn’t even give it a second thought, and I suddenly found that I’d already ditched my coffee cup and grabbed two fistfuls of Brad’s shirt as I heaved him away from my friend. 
 
    Aron staggered back into the wall as Brad released him, and the frat boy let out a surprised yell as he stumbled backward from where I’d dragged him by the polo shirt. 
 
    It took me a second to realize what I’d done, and I flexed my fingers out of the fists they’d formed. 
 
    “Bad fucking move, Miller,” Brad spat, and he immediately swung a fist at me. 
 
    It was like the world slowed down for a split second. 
 
    I could see the round ‘o’ shape of Aron’s mouth when he realized what was about to happen, I could see the anger cloud Brad’s eyes as his arm extended out toward me, and I could feel my own fist reforming as I took an instinctive step back. 
 
    Brad stumbled when his punch reached thin air, and I brought my fist round to slam him squarely in the stomach. He let out a strangled grunt when my blow landed, and the frat boy doubled over in pain and surprise as I dipped low like a boxer and followed through with a heavy right hook. 
 
    My other fist connected with the side of his face in a sickening crunch, and a small spray of blood burst from Brad’s mouth before he ended up in a crumpled heap on the floor. 
 
    I blinked, and the world started again at normal speed. 
 
    “Dude!” I heard Aron’s shocked laugh as he hurried over to my side. 
 
    Brad groaned again and spat a mouthful of blood onto the ground as he looked up at me with a hand cradling his jaw. 
 
    “Miller, what the fuck…” he moaned reproachfully as he massaged his cheek. 
 
    “Shit…” I muttered as I spun on my heel and hightailed it away from the lecture hall and back across the quad. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize Aron had followed me, and he had to yank on my arm to get me to slow down. 
 
    I rounded on him as my fight-or-flight instincts kicked in again, and my friend held his hands up in a double peace sign. 
 
    “Hey, man,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying anything.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sighed as I let out another breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “I don’t know why I did that, I…” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.” Aron laughed and slapped me on the shoulder. “That was awesome. You had my back, bro.” 
 
    “I’m gonna get in so much fucking trouble.” I let out a laugh of my own, but it was more disbelief than it was humor. 
 
    “Nah, you’ll be fine,” Aron assured me as we both slowed to a walk once we’d reached the other side of the quad, and I’d ascertained no one was running after me to continue a full-blown brawl. 
 
    “D’you think so?” I asked as I gnawed on my bottom lip and flexed my hand where the knuckles still stung from the impact they’d had on Brad’s jaw. 
 
    “Fuck that guy. He deserved it.” Aron nodded quickly. “He started it, anyway. I’ll be your witness.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and then ran a hand through my hair. “I didn’t even think about it…” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could fight,” Aron admitted as he fixed me with a stare and worked another cigarette between his lips.  
 
    “Me fucking, either,” I replied with a breathless chuckle. 
 
    Not in this world, anyway. 
 
    Apparently, my aptitude in Amber’s otherworld had filtered through into my real life because my adrenaline was still sky-high, and I low-key wanted nothing more than to march back over to Brad and finish the job. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” I nodded to the pathway in front of us, where I could see Honey marching over to us. “Now I’m in trouble.” 
 
    “Did I hear correctly?” Honey called out to us. “You just broke Butthead Brad’s jaw outside Harrington Hall?” 
 
    “Good news sure does travel fast,” Aron snickered, and Honey whacked him in the shoulder the moment she came within touching distance. 
 
    “It’s not funny, Aron!” she huffed. “If James gets kicked out, I’ll have to deal with you the whole time.” 
 
    “He won’t get kicked out,” Aron said with a pout as he rubbed his arm. “It was self-defense.” 
 
    Honey rounded on me, folded her arms over her chest, and waited, and I suddenly felt like I was in front of the principal. 
 
    “He’s right,” I quickly agreed. “It was self-defense. He had Aron up against a wall by the collar of his shirt.” 
 
    “I was just letting him think he’d win.” Aron shrugged casually. “I coulda taken him.” 
 
    “Sure,” Honey replied, but a smirk started to form on her lips. 
 
    I spent maybe another hour wandering around the opposite end of the quad with my two friends, with Aron explaining the very brief fight to Honey in excruciating detail. Then my belly started to rumble, but my desire to see Amber’s face grew even stronger than my hunger. 
 
    I bade my two friends goodbye as they both went to their respective classes, and though I felt guilty for missing Production 101, I figured if I got asked about it, I could explain the situation. 
 
    But my plan was to not get asked about it at all and keep my head low, and I was almost positive I’d at least scared Brad off enough to leave me the fuck alone now. 
 
    I left campus to wander a little ways into downtown Brooklyn and headed toward a deli I’d been going to since high school that made arguably the best subs in the city. 
 
    I picked my usual-- corned beef on rye with Swiss cheese and pickles and squished down to within an inch of its life-- and then had to go out on a limb for the two women back in my room. 
 
    I chose pastrami and mustard for Amber and opted for a neutral club sandwich type for the new woman hidden in my bedroom, because I wasn’t sure of her preferences or if she had allergies or anything like that, and I didn’t want to risk a damn thing with either of them. 
 
    Though judging by how much food Amber could put away, I trusted she was able to handle a pastrami sub, and her enthusiasm was immediate as soon as she got a whiff of the paper packages I held when I finally made it back to my dorm. 
 
    “Oh, gods, food!” Amber squealed the moment I’d shut the door behind me. 
 
    “Just subs,” I chuckled as the redhead rushed over to me. “This one’s for you.” 
 
    I handed her the pastrami sandwich, and she took it from me with a giggle, gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, and then curled up right there on the carpet and started to unroll her sub like she was a kid at Christmas unwrapping a prized gift. 
 
    “Subs?” the pale-skinned woman asked softly from where she was sitting on the edge of my bed. 
 
    “Brooklyn’s best version of a sandwich,” I explained with a warm smile. “Just bread and meat and veggies.” 
 
    “I will eat it,” she said and returned my smile with a shy one of her own. “Thank you, master.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded to her as I passed her the club sandwich. “But you don’t have to call me master. Just James is fine.”  
 
    “See?” Amber mumbled around a mouthful of sandwich. “I told you. James is different. He is very kind and honorable and brave--” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled self-consciously. “How about we just enjoy our food, and you can praise me later?”  
 
    “Okay!” Amber smiled happily, and by her tone, I knew she was definitely going to take my words literally and start praising me again sometime later. 
 
    But she was just so damn cute when she did it. 
 
    “Okay,” I echoed with my own smile, and then I joined Amber on the floor.  
 
    Because why not, I guess.  
 
    Even the new girl followed suit, and we ended up having a makeshift picnic on the floor of my dorm room. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked her as we ate. I’d been dying to know since she slid off my back last night. 
 
    “Obsidian,” the dark-haired woman said as she blinked up at me like a deer caught in headlights, and I noticed just how long and curly her black eyelashes were. “But… I think my friends would call me Sid. I can’t remember much, though…” 
 
    “Well, I think both names are lovely.” I smiled.  
 
    And “Sid” was a more common name in this world than “Obsidian,” so she hopefully wouldn’t get too many weird looks. 
 
    “So, we’re your friends, then?” Amber immediately grinned and nudged Sid with a gentle shoulder as she plucked a choice piece of pastrami out of her sandwich. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Sid said, and for the first time since she’d appeared in my bedroom, the look in her big black eyes matched the smile on her pale face. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hmmm, so Obsidian, like the black semi-precious stone?” Amber asked as she took another bite of her sub.  
 
    “Yes, like the stone,” Sid nodded. “And Amber’s a gemstone, too, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Amber grinned proudly. “Gold and fiery.” 
 
    “You look like it,” Sid giggled and then turned to me. “So, what does a James gemstone look like?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not named after a gemstone,” I chuckled as I leaned back on my elbows with a slight smile tugging at the corners of my mouth, which could’ve looked smug if it wasn’t for the fact I was completely enamored with the two of them. 
 
    “I think that’s just us,” Amber laughed, and then her face turned into an immediate, almost comical frown. “Though, that might be worth considering. Any similarities between the two of us could help in James’ quest.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed as I heaved myself up off the floor and back into my computer chair with a heavy sigh. “There’s a lot that bears thinking about, to be honest.” 
 
    “James,” Amber suddenly said my name after she’d swallowed a huge bite of pastrami. “Why are your knuckles bruised?” 
 
    I immediately looked down at my hands where they held onto the last half of my sub and let out a sigh. 
 
    “Had an altercation,” I said and took another bite. “Brad thought he’d try it with me and Aron.” 
 
    “Oh,” Amber breathed and reached over to brush her fingers against the redness of my knuckles. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Far better than how Brad fared,” I snickered and couldn’t resist raising an eyebrow. “I’ve never exactly been weak, but I’ve never fought like that before. I think whatever I pick up in your world, an element of those strengths or abilities sorta filters down to me here in my world.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense.” Amber nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Like muscle memory,” Sid suddenly said in a quiet voice, and I looked across at the beautiful black-haired woman as she picked daintily at her club sandwich. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and shot her another warm smile. “That’s what I figured, too.” 
 
    We finished eating our sandwiches, and I gathered the thick white paper up to throw into the trashcan as the two girls sprawled out on my bed, and I, being the gentleman, took my computer chair again. 
 
    “So, how was your morning?” I asked with a deep sigh. “I’m guessing not quite as eventful as mine.” 
 
    “I feel like I slept for an eternity,” Sid admitted. “I’m sorry I wasn’t a very entertaining companion, Amber.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” my redhead replied happily. “I know how it feels, transforming back again. It’s damn exhausting to begin with.” 
 
    “You know?” The black-eyed woman shot Amber a look that was part fear and part desperation, with a solid dash of hope thrown in for good measure. “How can you know?” 
 
    “Because Amber was trapped, too,” I told her in a gentle voice. “In your world, she takes the form of a bow and arrow.” 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly how long I was trapped with those vampires, it sort’ve felt like a dream… Or a nightmare…” The new woman just groaned and shook her head as the sentence ran away from her and petered out into silence. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Amber assured her, and she gently put her hand on the black-haired woman’s shoulder. “It takes some getting used to, being back in your own body again. But James will find out how to fix this. He’ll get us back permanently, in both worlds.” 
 
    “But we’re back now, though,” the girl with the big black eyes muttered, and she suddenly looked up at me from across the room. “How can we be back in our bodies now?” 
 
    “James lives in another world,” Amber explained in a gentle voice and motioned with her free hand to my nondescript dorm room. “It’s called Brooklyn, where we are right now. There’s no magic here, so whatever curse was cast on us… It holds no power in Brooklyn.” 
 
    “No magic?” The black-haired woman shook her head with a sigh. “But I’ve never heard of Brooklyn… I’m sorry, I’m still so confused.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said gently. “I’d be confused, too. But I’m here to help. Amber can vouch for me on that.” 
 
    “I can.” My redheaded warrior woman nodded vigorously as she comforted Sid. “James is a good guy, and he’ll help us.” 
 
    “I somehow stumbled across your world, and then I accidentally found you girls, and it just makes sense for me to try and fix this. It feels right.” I pursed my lips thoughtfully. “I think I’m meant to do this.” 
 
    “Right,” Amber agreed, and she shot me a comforting look over the new woman’s shoulder, with her bright blue eyes full of fiery gratitude as she repeated her last comment. “James will help us.” 
 
    “I know you said before that you couldn’t really remember much, but…” I shrugged and looked at Sid curiously. “Anything you can think of, no matter how little. It might help.” 
 
    “It’s just such a jumble in my mind.” Sid sighed as she played with her fingers in her lap. “It’s frustrating, because I know I have the memories there, but it’s like I can’t quite… Reach them.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” Amber nodded sadly. “Frustrating is an understatement.” 
 
    “I remember my job, though.” Sid sighed and then shrugged offhandedly. “Not that that helps much.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Amber asked softly. 
 
    “I was part of the Baron’s household staff,” Sid explained, and Amber and I immediately shared a curious and confused look.

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “You used to work for the Baron?” I asked and shared another quick, inquisitive look with Amber. “The current Baron, with the fluffy hair and the snooty nose and the holier-than-thou attitude?” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds like him.” Sid let out a small, humorless chuckle. “But if you’re using that to work out how long I’d been trapped inside a pair of pauldrons for, I’m afraid I couldn’t tell you exactly.” 
 
    “She’s quick,” Amber chuckled and then smiled across at Sid with her blue eyes sparkling. “We’ll have a lot of fun together, I think.” 
 
    “So, I can stay with you?” Sid asked, and the moment she asked the question, her pale face lit up with a sudden hope. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and then I smiled as I casually shrugged my shoulders. “I’d like you to, but I can appreciate how different my world is in comparison to yours. I mean, it took me a while to adjust to yours, let alone how it must feel for you guys.” 
 
    “If I’m with you two, I think I’ll be okay.” Sid smiled back shyly. “And anything beats being trapped as a piece of armor forever.” 
 
    “I wholeheartedly agree.” Amber whistled and shook her head. “The only reason I don’t mind it now is because I get to talk to James.” 
 
    “So, if you know of this Baron…” I said as I locked eyes with Sid’s. “That means we can at least say your transformation was relatively recent… Right?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Sid shrugged one of her slim shoulders and ran a hand through her straight black hair. “Why, what defines recent?” 
 
    “I was trapped in my bow form for years,” Amber explained, and she let out a slight giggle at Sid’s suddenly horrified expression. 
 
    “For years?” Sid whispered through her fingers. “Oh gods, Amber…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Amber assured her with a comforting smile. “James rescued me. Just like he rescued you.” 
 
    “I just wish I could remember how I ended up there, in that form.” Sid sighed sadly. “I don’t remember anything.” 
 
    “Do you think the Baron knows anything about this?” Amber asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought so,” Sid said with a shrug. “I was just a part of his household staff, I wasn’t anyone special. I just served when he held banquets and things, for all the lords and knights. He probably had no idea who I was, and he certainly wouldn’t have had any idea that I’d suddenly disappeared.” 
 
    “Will anyone be looking for you at all?” I asked the newest addition to our little gang. “Family, or… Or a husband?” 
 
    “No,” Sid said, and she shared a suddenly bashful smile with me. “No, I was orphaned when I was very young, and I never… Married. Or anything else. With anyone.” 
 
    My interest was immediately piqued, in the exact same way it had been with Amber. Then I noticed my redheaded woman waggling her eyebrows at me knowingly, and I fought to keep my face in check so it didn’t betray me with a smirk. 
 
    It was interesting that Amber’s immediate response was actually similar to mine. I hadn’t thought about being with anyone other than her, but the moment Sid materialized in my dorm room, I was as drawn to her as I’d been to Amber.  
 
    I just had a heart-wrenching, overwhelmingly sure feeling we were all meant for each other, and it made me happy that Amber could maybe sense it, too. 
 
    “So, there’s no one in your world who would be searching for you?” I confirmed with Sid as I cleared my throat and shook my head against the intrusive thoughts. 
 
    “No,” she said again, and her voice grew sad. “I had no one.” 
 
    “Well, you have us now,” Amber said and threw an arm over the black-haired woman’s shoulders. 
 
    “That’s right,” I agreed with a grin. “Although, I think it’s worth going back through the portal and having a chat with the Baron. He might know something, so it’s worth a shot, right?” 
 
    “We’ll need to figure out a way to prove what you’re saying is true,” Amber reasoned. “Even with magic in our world, you’ll still sound like a crazy man if you go around saying you can hear the voices of beautiful women in your head every time you pick up a new weapon or piece of armor.” 
 
    “That is a fair point.” I laughed, and even Sid cracked a smile. “Okay, well, I’ll stay covert a little longer, especially since the Baron is paying me for my services, but we’ll definitely do some investigating.” 
 
    “You wanna go now?” Amber asked with a knowing smile.  
 
    “Hmmm, I really need to sell some of these gold nuggets and get you both new clothes, so we--” 
 
    “We can do that later,” Amber said. “Really, I don’t need new clothes or anything. I just want to be by you and serve you.” 
 
    “Same.” Sid nodded.  
 
    “You guys don’t know what you are missing,” I chuckled. “Women from my world love shopping.” 
 
    “We’ll love doing anything with you.” Amber smiled at me. “But maybe we should start our investigation first?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I could do with some dungeon crawling, maybe slay some monsters while I’m there to let off steam. Then we can do some retail therapy.” 
 
    “Retail therapy?” Sid asked. 
 
    “He wants to buy things to spoil us,” Amber leaned down to mutter in Sid’s ear, but she shot me a smirk. “Our master loves pampering us. You’ll get used to it” 
 
    “I don’t know if I will,” Sid said, but she smiled back at Amber anyway, and her almost black eyes gleamed happily. 
 
    Then the three of us approached the closet that hid the magical portal, and I could sense Sid’s trepidation. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” I promised and put a gentle hand on her pale shoulder. “You’ll be with me the whole time.” 
 
    “I couldn’t really talk to you last time, though,” Sid muttered. “I was quite tired.” 
 
    “It might be easier this time around.” I shrugged. “But don’t worry too much about it, I’ll look after you, and it’ll come with time.” 
 
    “Okay.” Sid nodded determinedly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I took both of their hands as the three of us stepped through the swirling gold gateway and into the otherworld. 
 
    I felt my body pulled through the portal, and the now familiar stone dungeon materialized around me. I took a breath and looked down to see Amber’s bow in one hand, and Sid’s pauldrons were already fastened and secured on my shoulders. 
 
    At least you look the part now, Amber giggled as I inspected the sleek black metal armor. 
 
    “True, thanks to Sid.” I chuckled and then decided to test the water. “Can you hear us, Sid?” 
 
    I waited but didn’t get an answer, aside from the fact I could sort of sense that she was there. Which didn’t make a great deal of sense in my real world ideology, but here, it didn’t seem too far-fetched. 
 
    “I can feel you,” I chuckled quietly. “Don’t worry, we’ll sort this communication thing out. I could hear Amber fine, even when I first picked her up.” 
 
    That’s because you were in mortal danger without my help, Amber snickered playfully in my mind. But also, I’d been trapped a lot longer than Sid. I’d had time to practice. I didn’t have anything better to do. 
 
    “That’s a fair point.” I nodded. “Amber, can you hear Sid?” 
 
    Sort of, the redhead replied in my head. It’s like she’s a ghost, like the thoughts aren’t completely coherent, if that makes sense? I can certainly feel that she’s there. Maybe we need to figure out how to bond her to you. 
 
    “Bond Sid to me?” I muttered thoughtfully. “I have a couple ideas…” 
 
    I felt a sudden protective warmth spread across my chest, and I smirked. 
 
    I think Sid might have similar ideas, Amber giggled. 
 
    “I bet.” I grinned as I grabbed my potions and then heaved the dust-covered book out of the closet, from where I’d stashed it after the vampire battle. “Okay. let’s get this book back to the Baron and get some more hard-earned gold for my troubles.” 
 
    Good plan, Amber agreed as I climbed the tight spiral staircase out of the dungeon and into my secluded forest cabin. We could maybe do some digging around the castle, see if we can find anyone who might remember Sid. 
 
    “That’s an even better plan.” I grinned as I covered the shutters and set off through the woods. 
 
    It had been noon in Brooklyn, but the sun hung just a little lower in the sky over Hadden, which further confirmed my theory that the medieval town was the equivalent of a time zone or two in front of New York. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure on the logistics of time tracking between dimensions, but that was the easiest way I could make sense of it in my mind. The air was cool and light and carried with it the smells of fall, and the earthy smell of damp leaves, mixed with late autumn wildflowers and old pine needles, hung low in the air as I meandered through the forest and took the same route the Baron’s messenger had shown me. 
 
    Before long, I saw the two hulking towers of the Baron’s castle in the distance, and I trudged along the cobbled pathway with the ancient book slung under my arm. 
 
    At this point, the two guards on the main gate I’d nicknamed Thing One and Thing Two just sniffed at me as I approached, but they begrudgingly let me pass when I shot the two of them a wide, shit-eating grin and a kindly nod. 
 
    I marched my way through the castle and into the great hall, where the Baron was slumped across his throne yawning as if even the concept of existing was exhausting. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” he called out when he spotted me, and he raised a lazy hand in greeting. “How goes your quest for the book?” 
 
    “Successful.” I smirked as I held the leather-bound tome up in both hands.  
 
    “Wonderful news!” The Baron clapped his hands together gleefully. “My soothsayer will be ever so pleased.” 
 
    “And my payment?” I prompted with a grin. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The Baron looked down his nose at me from where he sat, but he shared my same toothy smile. “Be sure to visit the quartermaster again, he’ll have your payment ready for you once you deliver the book to him.” 
 
    “Your generosity is appreciated.” I let my back sink into a half-bow as I thanked him. 
 
    The Baron just kept his smile in place as he watched me approvingly, and then he eventually nodded again. 
 
    “As is your service, Sir Miller,” he said. “Hadden and I thank you. We shall call upon you if any more monsters threaten the peace of our great township.” 
 
    I bowed and nodded again as I took my leave, and then I hurried through the castle to where Harold the quartermaster held his chambers. 
 
    I knocked on the heavy wooden door, and the wrinkled old man eventually answered with a huff. 
 
    Though his disposition lightened considerably when he recognized me. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” Harold smiled gleefully as he slapped me on the shoulder and ushered me inside. “How are ye faring?” 
 
    “Fantastically, Harold,” I replied to him with a smirk as I handed the book over to the old man. “I was told by the Baron to come find you for my payment.” 
 
    “Ahh, so you were successful.” Harold chuckled and nodded fervently. “Well, I expected nothing less. But yes, yes, I have your gold right here.” 
 
    I took the pouch of raw golden nuggets from the quartermaster, refused a cup of tea from him once again, and then rejoined the rest of the castle to see if I could do any digging about Sid. 
 
    I didn’t want to ask Harold himself, because I didn’t want it getting back to the Baron that I was snooping. Even if it had nothing to do with either of them, I didn’t think the Baron would take too kindly to anyone thinking they could just ask questions about things without his knowledge. 
 
    He seemed like the type of person to want to know everything, always, all of the time, so I kept covert, as I’d promised the girls, and wandered through the castle hallways in the hope I’d come across some servant girls Sid might’ve been friends with. 
 
    The castle was unfortunately relatively empty, though. A handful of guards passed me, but the Baron was on such good terms with me at this point that I guessed most of them knew who I was to some degree. 
 
    I only saw one other person in the whole castle who wasn’t dressed like a guard, and I was surprised when he made an immediate beeline for me the moment he spotted me at the other end of a corridor. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” the stranger called out desperately. “Is that Sir James Miller?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I responded hesitantly as we approached each other. “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “The Baron said to find you,” the stranger panted as he skidded to a stop on the rich velvet carpet. “I have need of your services.” 
 
    I studied the stranger as he fought to catch his breath and decided he was the most eccentric person I’d seen since discovering Hadden, and that was including Harold the quartermaster. This dude was tall and thin as a whip, and a shining mop of icy-blond hair framed his skinny, pointed face. His pale eyes were almost too big for his face and made him look like a permanently startled cartoon character, and he wore tiny wire-framed spectacles made from pink-tinted glass that perched right on the end of a long nose. He had several silver teeth, which I could see thanks to him literally puffing to catch his breath, but it was his choice of clothing that interested me the most. 
 
    He was dressed in a full three-piece suit made from a pale blue and lilac-colored tartan, with a silver pocket watch hanging from a spaghetti-thin chain, and cufflinks made from some unknown pink gemstone that glittered fantastically every time they caught the light from a lit torch on the wall. His ears were almost entirely covered in intricate silver piercings, and he wore a pendant around his neck with one of the biggest clear gems I’d ever seen in my life. 
 
    “My services?” I clarified as the stranger finally caught his breath. 
 
    “Yes,” he said in a desperate tone. “I’m a merchant, and I haven’t been able to travel my normal trade route thanks to a damn river troll, and the Baron said you were by far the best monster slayer in all of Hadden, if not the only one.” 
 
    “Ahh, so you want me to take this thing out for you?” I asked with an understanding nod and a grin. “You understand I don’t offer my services for free?” 
 
    “Of course, of course!” the merchant said with a fervent nod. “I offer you my diamond pendant as payment. I’d pay in coins, but I have a severe lack of those considering I haven’t been able to trade.” 
 
    “The pendant will suffice,” I quickly said and started to wonder how many carats were currently sitting between the merchant’s clavicles. “Where is this river troll? I’m pretty good at killing trolls.” 
 
    The well-dressed merchant quickly explained his route, and what he’d seen of the thing which was very little considering he’d hightailed it away every time he’d tried to cross its path. 
 
    It quite literally lived beneath a bridge, and I had to hold in the derisive snicker at such a cliche as the merchant fretted. 
 
    “I’ll go now,” I told him firmly. “I’ll get the route cleared for you so you can continue your trade.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir Miller.” The merchant wrung his hands together and breathed a shaky sigh of relief. “I am most grateful.” 
 
    I quickly made my way out of the Baron’s castle and followed the river that split the town of Hadden in half. 
 
    I’d only ever seen the northernmost part, where it eventually became hidden within the forest. The merchant explained the river troll plagued the southern end of the river, and his usual route ended up at the coastal villages, but he hadn’t been able to reach them for a good while because he hadn’t been able to cross the river thanks to the beast in his path. 
 
    So, I set off through the market town and headed toward the coast. 
 
    The hustle and bustle of Hadden eventually petered out into the medieval town’s equivalent of the suburbs, where the outer beaten tracks were literally just that, marked into the dirt with no cobblestones and just a few haphazard wooden signs to guide people on their way.  
 
    The only true road, or Hadden’s equivalent of a road outside of the town walls, was a winding stone pathway that might’ve been just about wide enough to be able to fit a small carriage or caravan with a couple horses in tow. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to get to the bridge the merchant had mentioned, and I instinctively skittered toward the tree line the closer I got. For a brief moment, I wondered where the troll was, but then I smelled it. 
 
     It stank like mold and algae on top of a pool, or like a corpse left floating in the ocean after a shipwreck, and it made my stomach turn even being as far away as I was. 
 
    “That thing looks far more intelligent than the last one I saw…” I muttered darkly as I peered around the sparse trees on the riverbank and finally spotted the creature. 
 
    It was a great brute of a thing, well over eight feet tall and almost as wide, and it made the first troll I’d fought seem almost tame in comparison. 
 
    This troll looked like it had some sort of water affinity, which made sense considering it lived basically in a river beneath a bridge, and it was evident in its skin more than anything. It was a dirty gray-blue color, mottled and bloated and almost oily in texture, and the creature looked like a walking humpback whale. 
 
    Though far less elegant. 
 
    Its beady little eyes were almost completely hidden beneath thick blubbery folds of skin, its jowls wobbled every time the thing took a labored, thunderous step, and I could see on its almost non-existent neck that it had weird flaps on either side like fish gills. It also had the exact same protruding brow bone as the last troll I’d fought, which meant I’d have to find another way again to get an arrow into its thick skull in order to kill it. 
 
    You can kill this one, Amber assured me. Plus, you have more protection thanks to Sid now. 
 
    I glanced down at the tattoo on the back of my hand and noticed the dial of the compass flickering crazily as it pointed to the river troll. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true,” I murmured, but I was too distracted watching the great mass of blubber splash around in the river as it looked aimlessly for what I assumed was a meal. 
 
    Though it wouldn’t have surprised me if most of the fish had rocketed out of the vicinity as soon as they caught a whiff of the thing in the water. 
 
    I crouched low in the tree line and pulled Amber’s bow over my shoulders, and then I carefully slid an arrow out of the quiver on my back.  
 
    What’s your plan? Amber asked in a quiet voice, as if she were trying not to interrupt me too much. 
 
    “Just testing the waters,” I whispered back as I knocked the arrow. “So to speak.” 
 
    I let the arrow loose and watched it sail across the bridge and into the water behind the troll. 
 
    I wanted to test its intellect and see whether it was just as idiotic as the last one. It would’ve been easy for me to assume, but I figured that was a surefire way to get myself into trouble. 
 
    And it turned out I was right, because the troll immediately whipped around the moment he realized he wasn’t completely alone. But he didn’t stare at the arrow where it now floated harmlessly in the water. No, he was looking in the direction the arrow had come from. 
 
    Which was exactly where I was crouched in the trees. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed as my heart sank, and then I winced as the troll let out an angry bellow that made all the birds in the immediate vicinity screech and take flight. 
 
    I don’t think it sees you yet, Amber said quickly.  
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.” I nodded. “So poor eyesight, that much we know is still true.” 
 
    I watched with pursed lips as the troll let out another grotesque bellow, and I could see as the thick folds of skin around its mouth and neck shook with the force of its scream that its teeth were an algae-stained shade of green. 
 
    “I’ve defeated a whole nest of vampires,” I muttered mostly to myself as I pulled the two potions gifted by the quartermaster out of my pocket. “River troll? On his own? Easy.” 
 
    I know you can do this James, Amber said in my mind. 
 
    Then a sudden protective surge coursed through my body, as quickly as a heartbeat, and I realized with a jolt that it must’ve been from Sid. She was telling me she was there, too. 
 
    I nodded to myself and released the stopper from the strength potion. Then I dropped three drops onto the tip of my tongue, swallowed, and quickly screwed the cap back on as my muscles grew and tightened beneath my skin. 
 
    “Oh, I will never get over how weird that feels.” I let out a small laugh and shook my limbs out as the power coursed through my veins. 
 
    Try the other potion, too, Amber said excitedly. Let’s really annoy this ugly thing. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled as I pulled the thinner of the two potions back out of my pocket. 
 
    I decided to do the same thing and applied three drops to the tip of my tongue. Then I waited for a moment or two as the magic took effect. 
 
    It was like a weird breath of fresh air, and I looked down at the back of my left hand to see my tattoo showed the potion’s time-conscious effects. The marking on the back of my hand that was shaped like a skill tree showed the magic component as a vibrant blue instead of the standard black, and as I studied the supernatural ink, I could see how the magic branches had already started to dissipate into my skin, like sand in an hourglass running out. 
 
    “Cool,” I murmured as I flexed my hand and watched my tendons ripple beneath the marked skin. 
 
    I hunkered down by the tree line as the troll in the river continued to shout in my general direction, and I gripped Amber’s bow tightly in my hand as I stared intently at the stone bridge behind him. 
 
    It was actually quite big when I considered the road it joined to, but it needed to be since the river itself was at least a quarter-mile wide. The waters were shallow enough that they swirled around the troll’s ankles, and I figured if my predictions for his height were correct, it meant the water would come up well past my knees. 
 
    Certainly not ideal battle conditions, especially going up against something as huge and brutish as a troll, so I knew I wanted to keep out of the water as much as possible. 
 
    That meant I had to take my stand on the bridge itself, so I took a deep breath and honed every speck of my attention onto the smooth stone structure. Then I let it fill my mind’s eye completely and totally enough for the blink ability to work. 
 
    I could feel a sense of disembodiment as the magic began to take hold, but I kept my focus on the bridge and my grip on Amber’s bow as tight as I could muster. 
 
    Then, suddenly, my eyelids dropped closed in a single blink, and when they reopened, I was standing on the apex of the bridge. 
 
    “Ha!” I let out a triumphant laugh and looked around at my surroundings with satisfaction, but I regretted it the moment the troll in the water below me whipped around with far more speed than I’d have previously given him credit for. 
 
    The troll took one look at me and then roared again, and up close its gaping mouth was even more hellish. What I thought might’ve been saliva tendrils were actually ribbons of half-chewed seaweed and damp moss, and its eyes were actually stark and black beneath the blubbery mass of skin. 
 
    And despite me discounting its eyesight, it seemed to see me just fine. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered and scurried back to the opposite side of the bridge as the troll began to move. 
 
    It thundered through the water and sent sprays up in every direction, and I quickly grabbed an arrow from the quiver on my back as the creature scooped its hands into the water, took a running jump, and launched itself at the side of the stone bridge. 
 
    The troll clambered up onto the rock like a disgusting, oily version of a gorilla and let out another shriek as it used its back legs to push itself further up. Within very little time, the troll was halfway onto the bridge with me, and I quickly nocked an arrow into Amber’s bow. 
 
    I didn’t even have the time to let it loose, though, because the troll suddenly launched two flat river stones straight at my chest. I managed to spin out of the way of the first one, but it put me straight into the line of fire of the second, and the rock smashed against my shoulder. 
 
    I instinctively let out a yell, but I suddenly felt the same protective surge from Sid all over again, and the black pauldrons shone for a brief second on impact, as if they’d caught the sun. 
 
    “Sid!” I gasped, and my voice was hoarse from where the wind had been knocked out of me. 
 
    I’m here. I suddenly heard Sid’s serene voice in my mind. I’m here. 
 
    “I can hear you!” I chuckled as I quickly pulled the arrow and bow together. “Thank you!” 
 
    I’ll protect you, Sid said calmly inside my mind. Now, fight. 
 
    “Fire!” I yelled the command at Amber as I pulled the bowstring back and aimed at the river troll. “It’s out of the water!” 
 
    If I could set this thing alight without a battle, that would be even better, and Amber didn’t even need to reply because the arrow that sat between my fingers was already smoldering. 
 
    I let loose just as the troll started to let out another furious shout, with its head leaned back and its face turned to the sky. I hoped the projectile would sink through his skull from the chin upward like the last troll I’d slain. 
 
    But no such luck. 
 
    The fire ability in Amber’s arrow fizzled and was snuffed out the moment it came into contact with the squishy blubber of the troll’s skin, and the tip barely even sank an inch into its thick neck. 
 
    The creature stumbled slightly as it landed on the bridge with me, and it took a second to reach up and yank the twig-like arrow out of its gray throat. 
 
    “Double shit,” I breathed as the troll brought its face down to stare at me and flung the thin shards of wood away. 
 
    Its bulbous nose flared when its beady little eyes finally found me, and it grunted and huffed as its hands closed into angry fists. Without warning, the thing charged right at me, and I let out a shout as I spun on my heels and used my blink ability to send myself into the water below. 
 
    I heard the troll grunt once above me, like it was momentarily confused, until it leaned over the side of the bridge and found me again. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” I huffed as I started to wade through the rapidly moving waters. “I need it to follow me under.” 
 
    It might’ve been slightly more intelligent than the first one of its kind that I’d gone up against, but it was still a troll, and it was still stupid enough to do exactly what I wanted it to do. 
 
    The huge blubbery gray thing launched itself off the bridge and into the water after me, and I made a point to splash and yell as I made my way through the current of the river and underneath the bridge itself. 
 
    The river troll let out another rumbling roar and then thundered after me, but I kept my momentum up and shoved myself through the running water. 
 
    He’s gaining on you! Amber said in a shrill voice inside my mind. 
 
    “Good!” I replied with a grunt. “Let’s confuse the bastard.” 
 
    I suddenly turned in the water, just as I passed underneath the bridge and back out into the open, and the moment I locked eyes with the river troll, I focused my blink ability on the other side of the bridge. 
 
    Then I took a breath, imagined it as clear as I could in my mind’s eye, and felt the sudden rush as I moved. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find myself now behind the troll, on the other side of the bridge in the water, and I let out a loud laugh. 
 
    Loud enough for the beast to hear me, so I splashed around in the water again until the brute spun on his heel and crashed through the water toward me again. I repeated the same process and waited until he got just close enough to reach out before I focused on the other side of the bridge and blinked across the gap again. 
 
    The troll let out a furious, frustrated roar that sent scraps of algae flying from his watery mouth like spittle, and I let out a maniacal laugh in return. 
 
    “Over here, lughead!” I shouted and kicked the water so it sprayed around me. “Come and get me!” 
 
    The troll bellowed continuously and ran full tilt at me again, and I blinked away from him just in time once more. This time, though, when he turned on his heel with venom in his beady little eyes, I pulled an arrow from my quiver. 
 
    “Amber!” I yelled as I nocked the arrow on the string. “Ice!” 
 
    The arrow crackled and erupted with veins of frost in the wood as I pulled it all the way back. Then, while I was upstream, I briefly took aim, right at the water by the troll’s ankles, and fired. 
 
    The ice arrow whipped through the air and sunk into the water beside the troll, but that’s exactly where I wanted it to go because the river around him suddenly froze. 
 
    “Again!” I yelled breathlessly as I nocked another arrow, and Amber obeyed once more by activating her ice power so the blue gem embedded on the left side of her bow glowed with frost as I let another arrow fly. 
 
    I aimed at the other foot this time, and the water immediately solidified around the troll’s ankle. 
 
    “Again!” I ground my feet into the slick stones on the riverbed and kept my footing as I shot another ice arrow between the creature’s legs, until eventually, it was surrounded by an almost perfect circle of pure ice. 
 
    The troll screeched in surprise and pain at the sudden chill and immediately began to pound at the ice that kept its feet prisoner. 
 
    Not what I had in mind, but I’d make it work. 
 
    I pulled another arrow from my quiver and didn’t even have to ask Amber this time, she’d already imbued her ice power into my arrows and was ready for whatever plan I’d cooked up in my mind. 
 
    Maybe she could read my mind in the height of battle, and I made a mental note to ask her as I sent yet another icy arrow into the water, just as the troll’s fist broke the surface of the ice. 
 
    As his arm sank beneath the water, the arrow froze it in place, until it only had one limb free. 
 
    “Please be stupid, please be stupid, please be stupid…” I muttered as I got another arrow ready, and then I let out a laugh when the troll did exactly as I thought it would do and pounded its only free fist into the icy water that surrounded it. 
 
    I sent one last arrow screeching through the air until the ugly gray river troll had all four of its limbs trapped in ice. The only free part of its body that I could see was its neck, and as I watched its gigantic chest take a huge breath to bellow in frustration again, I used my blink ability to dart across the underpass of the bridge. 
 
    I slid across the frozen water around the troll, with my bow held out before me and another arrow already against the string, and then I arched my body upward as the water brought me to a point almost completely underneath the creature. 
 
    It opened its ugly mouth to scream, with its head and neck tilted as far back as it could go, and I let my arrow loose as I slipped beneath him. 
 
    The ice arrow hit home and buried itself deep into the beast’s head from the chin upward. It let out one long grunt as if it hadn’t even realized what’d happened, until it became limp above me. 
 
    Because its feet and hands were still trapped in the ice, it didn’t collapse on top of me, but I still quickly scrambled to my feet and away from the hulking mass of blubbery muscle that now remained still and lifeless. 
 
    You did it! Amber cheered in my mind. That was brilliant! 
 
    “Man, those potions really do come in useful,” I chuckled as I inspected the tattoo on the back of my hand, just as the blue magic tendrils on the skill tree fully dissipated. 
 
    I sensed the strength and the blink effects wear off as I took a deep breath, and I suddenly realized I was still submerged in the cold water up to my thighs. 
 
    I took a long, shuddering breath to steady myself and put my hands against my knees as I regained control of my breathing. 
 
    “I fucking hate trolls,” I chuckled.  
 
    He has a pouch attached to his belt, too, Amber suddenly said. Look. 
 
    I turned to where the heap of gray fat and muscle now lay in the middle of the water and noticed Amber was right, so I waded over to the body of the beast and plucked the soggy velvet pouch from its dirty loincloth with a disgusted grunt. 
 
    My disgust soon turned to appreciation, though, when I shook another handful of raw gold nuggets out into the palm of my hand. 
 
    “Nice.” I grinned with satisfaction as I pocketed the pouch of gold. “And we get the pendant from the trader, too. This was an awesome quest.” 
 
    You did great, Amber said warmly. You really were made for this world. 
 
    “I mean, the potions helped,” I laughed as I slogged my way through the rushing water and back toward the bridge. “Speaking of…” 
 
    I found myself wishing that I could stop battling the current and focus my mind’s eye on the bridge above me, but the magic of the transportation potion had already dissipated, and so I couldn’t blink my way up there. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be able to use this potion to get all the way back to the Baron’s castle.” I sighed heavily. “That would’ve been really helpful, though.” 
 
    I clambered my way up the side of the bridge and used the jagged rocks as slippery hand and footholds, and with one last look over my shoulder at the felled beast in the river I grinned to myself and started to walk back toward the town of Hadden. 
 
    The traveling merchant couldn’t have been more grateful if he’d tried, and I even saw tears well up behind his rose-tinted glasses as I showed him the pouch of gold as proof of the creature’s demise. 
 
    I didn’t show him what was inside the pouch, though, because I still wanted the shining diamond hanging around the merchant’s neck, and I coughed and eyed it pointedly as the trader shook my hand. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. Here!” He quickly tore the diamond from his neck and pushed it eagerly into my hand. “You have my eternal thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” I smirked. “I know who to come to if I ever have need of anything.” 
 
    “Yes, it would be even more of an honor to serve Sir Miller, the monster slayer!” the traveling trader insisted as he grabbed my hand to shake it all over again. “Thank you, Sir, thank you.” 
 
    I bade him farewell and decided to head back toward my forest cabin, where I could find the dungeon that hid my portal and travel back to my dorm room in order to finally get some rest. 
 
    “Well, now that we’ve got a whole bunch of gold, a big fat diamond, and a free weekend,” I said to Amber in a gleeful voice as I trekked my way back through the forest while the autumn sun started to dip below the tree line and plunge the world into a warm golden tone. “We’re definitely going straight to a pawnshop tomorrow, it’s time for us to have some well-deserved retail therapy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “So, what is a pawnshop, exactly?” Sid asked the next morning after we’d all woken up. 
 
    “Like a… Trading post.” I shrugged as I pulled an old Guns N’ Roses t-shirt over my head. “You can swap out gold and riches for actual money, which then means you can buy a whole bunch of stuff.” 
 
    “And you have enough gold, you think?” Amber asked as she started to rifle through my closet for a t-shirt to give to Sid, and I smiled as she completely ignored the swirling gold of the otherworldly portal in the back as if it was an everyday occurrence. 
 
    Which for us, I guess it was. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we’ve got enough gold,” I snickered as I joined Amber at the doors to my closet. 
 
    I pulled my hard-earned stash of gold out from where I’d hidden it, since I hadn’t actually worked out exactly how much I had, and I pulled apart the drawstring so I could shake the nuggets out onto my dorm room carpet. 
 
    The last bag I’d received had been the biggest, so I’d put all the gold in there together, and I stared in awe all over again at the glinting chunks of metal that now littered my bedroom floor. 
 
    “Three of these little suckers got me almost ten grand.” I whistled in amazement. 
 
    “And you have… seven, eight, nine… You’ve got over a hundred of them right here.” Amber grinned up at me as she counted, and Sid appeared over my shoulder so she could watch us count. 
 
    “A hundred and twenty,” I said as I tallied the last nugget of gold. “And they’re all pretty much the same size, so…” 
 
    I quickly calculated the math in my head and let out a long breath of air as I stared at the heap of raw gold in front of me. 
 
    “That’s… holy shit, that’s like three hundred and sixty thousand dollars,” I gasped and ran my hands through my hair.  
 
    “Is that a lot?” Sid asked and cocked her head curiously. 
 
    “I can put a down payment on a place for us,” I muttered. “I could buy out my mom’s apartment, eventually, maybe. We could… Holy shit, yeah, it’s a lot of fucking money.” 
 
    “And you’ll earn even more,” Amber said as she nodded happily. “If you keep slaying monsters for the Baron.” 
 
    “I also have the diamond necklace,” I replied in a low voice. “And I haven’t got the faintest idea about how much that’s worth, but if it’s legit, it’ll probably be more than all of this gold put together.” 
 
    “So a lot…” Sid nodded in understanding and then smiled up at me once she’d processed the fact. 
 
    “Well…” I ran my hands through my hair again and let out a huff of a laugh before I started to gather the nuggets of gold back up and drop them back into the drawstring velvet pouch the Baron had given me. “I’ll just take a few again today. I doubt any of these pawnshops will have that amount of money ready to give. And I should definitely buy a safe.” 
 
    “To keep it safe?” Sid asked with a small smile. 
 
    “Right,” I nodded and shared her grin. “I also really need to work out a way to sell all this without the IRS busting my ass.” 
 
    “What’s the IRS?” Amber asked curiously. 
 
    “You don’t even wanna know.” I rolled my eyes and then clambered to my feet. “C’mon, let’s go spend some of this gold.” 
 
    “So, time for shopping?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Yes, time for shopping.” I grinned widely. 
 
    Sid took the plain gray t-shirt from Amber with a smile of thanks and pulled it over her raw leather dress so she wasn’t so exposed. Though she did sort of look like a kid playing dress-up, and so Amber quickly gathered the front of the t-shirt up and tied it into a knot for Sid, and then she didn’t quite look like she was wearing a potato sack anymore. 
 
    “Thank you.” Sid grinned as she inspected herself in the mirror, and she caught my eye in the reflection. “Your clothes are odd.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” I chuckled. “But you can pick some things out today that you actually like, instead of stealing all my tour shirts. That’s one of the first things we’re doing, taking you girls shopping.” 
 
    “For clothes?” Amber asked and clapped her hands excitedly. “So we look like we fit in?” 
 
    “Like camouflage?” Sid asked in confusion. 
 
    “I mean, I guess, yeah, kinda.” I laughed at her raised eyebrow. “It’s just that people in my world don’t tend to wear leather dresses very much.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sid blushed softly, but then she peered at her reflection again, with my t-shirt tied up at her slim waist, and then shot me a wide smile. “Then I look forward to going shopping for new clothes.” 
 
    “It’ll be fun, I promise,” I told them both. “You’ll get to see something other than my dorm room and the quad.” 
 
    Amber leaned against me and wrapped an arm around my neck as she grinned up at me. I pulled her close and kissed the top of her head as Sid just watched us with a serene half-smile. 
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to this,” the redhead giggled as I kissed her again. “I want to see Brooklyn.” 
 
    “It’ll just be a mall.” I shrugged. “You wait ‘til you see Manhattan.” 
 
    “Is that another nearby settlement?” Sid asked and cocked her head curiously. 
 
    “Sort of, yeah.” I shrugged. “But we call them boroughs.” 
 
    “Boroughs…” Sid nodded as if she needed to confirm the information going into her head, and then she looked up again with another half-smile. “Okay. I understand.” 
 
    “Good job.” I shot her a smile of my own as I gave Amber’s ass a quick squeeze. “Are you girls ready?” 
 
    They both made various noises of agreement, so we hustled our way out of my dorm room. 
 
    “Hey, where are--” Aron stuck his head out of his door opposite me, spotted me and Amber as he was in the process of asking where we were going, and then spotted Sid. “Oh.” 
 
    “We’re going shopping,” I said and caught his eye quick enough to make a face at him, in an attempt to stop him from staring. 
 
    But I couldn’t exactly blame him.  
 
    I’d just walked out with not just Amber, who he thought was my original girlfriend that I’d smuggled into my dorm room at the start of the semester, but with a whole other beautiful dark-haired woman, too. 
 
    Aron just blinked, shook his long hair out like a confused wet dog, and then comically frowned as the three of us passed his room and quickly made our way down the corridor. 
 
    “Okay, well… uhhh… Have a good weekend, then!” he called out to us, and I just waved over my shoulder as I hustled the two gorgeous women out of Dalton Hall and did my best not to start giggling in the same way that Amber did. 
 
    I was thankful for the weekend because it meant I got to just hang out with the two beautiful women I’d rescued from the otherworld, and I didn’t have to worry about getting to classes or Brad cornering me on the quad. 
 
    Or battling river trolls and ugly feral vampires and a myriad of other supernatural beings. 
 
    Which in fairness was actually one of the strongest perks of being at college for me, but the break was welcome, and I was excited to show the girls a little bit of my world. 
 
    “Make sure you stick with me, okay?” I told the two of them as we headed toward the wrought-iron gates on the far side of the quad. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not leaving your damn side,” Amber chuckled and wrapped herself around my arm. 
 
    “Me either,” Sid said in a quiet voice. “Your world is… Loud.” 
 
    “And gray,” Amber commented as we walked out of campus and right into downtown Brooklyn, and she did a full three-sixty as she looked around. “Why is it so gray?” 
 
    “Well, they don’t call it a concrete jungle for nothing.” I laughed as both of their stares became wide-eyed and shocked the more of my New York borough that they saw. “You wait ‘til we get to the mall. It’s not so gray there, it’s more… Technicolor.” 
 
    “I have no idea what to even expect anymore.” Amber shrugged as she stared upward with her blue eyes sparkling mischievously. “But I like it. This world is so very interesting.” 
 
    “I like it, too,” Sid said with a small smile as she did the same as Amber and looked around at her surroundings. “It’s like… Controlled chaos.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what it’s like.” I grinned down at the black-haired woman and watched with a slight satisfaction as a light blush suddenly stained her beautiful pale skin. 
 
    Then I hailed a cab on the nearest corner, and I had to really stop myself from laughing at every disbelieving stare and gasp that came from my two girls. 
 
    I couldn’t even begin to imagine how fantastical New York must’ve seemed to them. Sure, they came from a world of magic and mythical creatures, but that was the norm. This was like nothing they could’ve even dreamed of. At least for me, I’d seen different iterations of their world in movies and video games and pop culture, so when I entered their world, I already had a basic understanding of how things sort of operated. But for the two of them, Brooklyn must’ve felt like stepping onto a completely different planet. 
 
    Even the concept of a car was odd to them, and Amber made a point to call it a metal carriage with no horses. Which in fairness to her wasn’t entirely incorrect, and I took great pleasure in explaining the concept of horsepower in vehicles to her as the yellow cab took off to the nearest shopping mall. 
 
    Both girls were doe-eyed and eager when we walked into the madness of the mall, but I’d never particularly made it a habit for me to hang out in one. My teenage haunts were usually skate parks and whatever dive bars we could get into without getting carded, but their excitement was so contagious I found myself battling the wide grin that spread across my face. 
 
    It was busy, it being a Saturday afternoon and all, and I instinctively took both Amber’s and Sid’s hands as we made our way through the crowds. Amber’s hand felt nice in my grip, and she wound her fingers through mine so she could run a playful thumb over the back of my hand where my tattoo usually was in her world, but Sid’s felt different. 
 
    A good kind of different, though. A different fueled by anticipation and barely-concealed desire, and I tried to keep my grip neutral and my eyes casually averted as we walked through the busy shopping mall and headed to the pawnshop I knew was on the back street outside. 
 
    I’d decided to keep the huge diamond pendant concealed in my dorm room, because I didn’t particularly trust a pawn dealer to give me a decent price for it. The stone was so big, and so clear, that I wanted to take it to a licensed jeweler’s and get a decent price for it. 
 
    The gold, however, I knew could be melted down and sold off for quick cash, which was exactly what I was after right now. 
 
    The bell above the door heralded our arrival, and as soon as the door swung shut behind us, the hustle and bustle of the outside quieted, as if the owner of the establishment somehow had the ability to hit the mute button on real life. The lady behind the counter looked up from a magazine she’d had her nose buried in and shot a warm smile across the store at us. 
 
    “Welcome, friends!” she called out and waved a perfectly manicured hand by way of greeting. 
 
    Her nails were long, red, and made from acrylic, and her overly plump lips, which were covered in a thick sheen of glittery gloss, smacked together as she expertly worked a piece of chewing gum. 
 
    “Hello,” Amber said cheerfully as we approached the counter. “Do you buy gold?” 
 
    I shook my head with a wry smile as the lady behind the counter took a long look at Amber while still chewing on her gum like a cow lazily munching on grass. 
 
    “Well, honey, we sure do,” the lady said as her face split into a wide grin. “What’ve you got for me?” 
 
    Amber motioned to where Sid and I were still standing behind her, and I approached the dusty glass counter with the velvet pouch of raw gold nuggets. I shook the three globules of metal out onto the glass and spread them out, and the teller sucked in a lungful of air through her almost too-white teeth. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned.” She laughed obnoxiously loud and shook her head in amazement. “Where on earth did you get all that?” 
 
    “We found it,” I said with a forced chuckle. “We bought an old storage container, and there were bags like this inside a dresser.” 
 
    The lie rolled off my tongue as easily as syrup, and both Sid and Amber shot me surprised looks. 
 
    “Well, honey…” The lady behind the counter whistled again. “You sure did hit the jackpot. Lemme just run a test, and if it’s real, and you got more, then you’re sitting on a small fortune.” 
 
    “Not bad for a hundred-dollar bid.” I winked and nudged Sid with my elbow, and despite the black-haired woman not really understanding what the hell was going on, she picked up on my infectious good mood almost immediately because she giggled along with me. 
 
    The claw-nailed teller did her tests, weighed the gold out on an old-school pair of scales, and then grinned up at me with her jaw still working overtime on the old piece of gum in her mouth. 
 
    “I can give you eight grand for it,” she said. “Cash?” 
 
    “The other place offered me ten,” I said, even though I realized that two of the nuggets were a bit smaller in this batch of three than the previous batch. 
 
    “Nine?” She cleared her throat. “Best I can do. Cash. Right now.” 
 
    “You got it.” I walked out of the store feeling like Hugh fucking Heffner, for the second time since I found the portal to the otherworld. 
 
    “Now what?” Sid asked curiously, and Amber rounded on me too with an expectant look in her sparkling blue eyes. 
 
    “Now, we go shopping,” I told them with a smirk. “You can pick out a whole bunch of new clothes.” 
 
    I laughed at the immediate dollar signs behind their eyes because even despite the fact they were from a completely different dimension, the two gorgeous women had the exact same reaction that I’d expect any girl would have if she’d just been told she had a multi-thousand dollar shopping spree to embark on. 
 
    We immediately set off through the mall like bulls in a very large china shop, and Amber dragged the three of us into a store with a black dress in the window that she made several cooing noises over. 
 
    With that, I was resigned to the official Clothing Holder and Support Character of the day, and the two women went rampant on what felt like millions of racks of clothing. I sort of lost count by the time the pile in my arms had started to get close to my chin, and I attempted to readjust my grip on all of the items in my hands with a jokingly exasperated laugh. 
 
    “You know you can go and try this stuff on, right?” I chuckled as Sid launched a neon pink sweater on top of the evergrowing pile. 
 
    “We can?” Amber gasped as she appeared from between two circular racks of blouses. 
 
    “Yeah, that way you can make informed decisions about what you wanna keep,” I explained. “And also, you won’t accidentally bury me completely in a bunch of stuff.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun!” Sid giggled as she placed one more item on top of the wad in my arms, but very carefully, like she was playing Jenga. “I think I’ve only ever owned two outfits in my life. At least from what I can remember.” 
 
    “Well, that’s definitely about to change.” I grinned over the top of the clothing mountain. “But I’ll also be teaching you both about doing laundry.” 
 
    “For another day.” Amber waved her hand impatiently and then started to lift up the hem of her shirt. “Do we just try it on here?” 
 
    “In the middle of the store on a Saturday afternoon?” I let out a laugh at Amber’s eager puppy-dog expression. “No, not unless you wanna get arrested. There are special rooms built for privacy, just over there in that corner.” 
 
    I nodded with my head toward the fitting rooms, so the two girls took off, and it was all I could do not to drop everything in my arms as I followed them. 
 
    I separated the clothing between the two of them and finally collapsed onto one of the couches outside the fitting rooms with a breathless sigh. 
 
    An assistant walked by me with a knowing smirk, and I just nodded politely up at him with a shrug.  
 
    Amber had chosen a few pairs of extremely tight-fitting jeans in different shades of denim, to match the ones Honey had donated to her, as well as a black tennis style skirt with thick pleats and a belt that cinched perfectly in at her already slim waist. She’d also opted for a couple of plain white shirts that would have fared pretty well in a wet t-shirt competition-- though I elected to leave out an explanation as to what it was-- as well a silky gray blouse that looked like woven silver and clung to her curves in all the right places. 
 
    She’d also scooped up the black dress she’d seen in the display window, and it looked far better on her than it ever could on a mannequin. It was pretty similar to her raw leather dress, except it was made out of a soft cotton-like material and had long sleeves that hooked over her thumbs. 
 
    “Whew, I could’ve gone forever,” Amber giggled as I helped her load the cashier desk up with her picks. “I’ve been to busy markets before, but this is crazy.” 
 
    “We’ll get plenty of chances to come back,” I promised her with a grin. “Wait until we start making enough money to go designer.” 
 
    Amber looked up at me with a curious smile as she rifled through her clothing, and I quickly turned to Sid before she could ask what I meant. 
 
    I would save that particular shopping spree for when we sold the diamond I had stashed in my closet. 
 
    “Are you having fun?” I asked the dark-haired woman in a soft voice. 
 
    “Yes,” she giggled. “I like the clothes market here. There are so many choices, I didn’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “Well, you managed pretty well by the looks of it,” I snickered as I loaded the poor cashier’s desk up with even more items. 
 
    Sid hadn’t been a fan of the way jeans-- or trousers in general, for that matter-- had felt on her, so she’d opted for a few tight-fitting cotton dresses in a rainbow of different colors. 
 
    I found it quite funny how Amber, with her red hair and freckled skin, had decided to keep quite a monotone, black-and-white style to her new wardrobe, whereas Sid, with her milky pale skin and jet-black hair, had opted for color anywhere she could shoehorn it in. 
 
    Along with the colorful cotton dresses, Sid had also chosen a good number of different blouses in soft silken materials similar to the type Amber had picked, though again, with a far more colorful spectrum, and she’d also gone to town on the formfitting knitted sweaters. 
 
    “That’ll be six hundred and eighty-two dollars and forty-three cents,” the cashier said with a dramatic sigh as she finally bagged the last item. “Would that be cash or credit?” 
 
    “I’ll pay cash.” I smiled at the young girl behind the desk, and I smirked to the girls when she just raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow and rang me up. 
 
    We spent another couple hours wandering through the shopping mall, where both girls went half-feral when he hit the shoe stores, until suddenly Sid grabbed my arm when we walked past a bookstore.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked with a smile as the dark-haired woman broke away so she could press her nose up against the glass. 
 
    “You have glass stalls just for books?” she asked with a reverent gasp, and when she looked over her shoulder at me and Amber, her dark eyes glinted with excitement. 
 
    “You like to read?” I asked as Amber and I joined her at the window. 
 
    “Yes,” Sid breathed nostalgically. “My papa taught me, before he… Before he passed on from this world. We used to share books, and I was guilty of borrowing from the Baron’s library on more than one occasion.” 
 
    “But hang on, can you read English?” I suddenly asked as I realized I’d never even asked what language they had. 
 
    I’d just assumed English given how they could talk to me, and everyone in the other world spoke it, too. 
 
    “English?” Sid scrunched her nose in confusion. 
 
    “My language,” I clarified.  
 
    “Oh,” Sid giggled. “Well, the letters and runes aren’t familiar to me at all, but I can understand them.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Amber added eagerly. “We must get that from you.” 
 
    “Get what from me?” I asked with a grin down at the redhead. 
 
    “Your language,” Amber explained. “An understanding. For example, I do not know how I know, but I know that the phrase ‘bookworm’ refers to someone who loves books! Like our Sid here. I must have learned the word from being in your head. It’s due to our bond with you, master.” 
 
    She curled the last word around her tongue and looked up at me with her blue eyes sparkling. 
 
    “But I’m not bound,” Sid muttered in a breathy voice. “Not fully. At least, not yet.” 
 
    “Not yet.” I smiled down at her, and the anticipation made a sudden spark of pleasure curl in the pit of my stomach, so I had to clear my throat and pretend to act normal. 
 
    “It’s worth the wait…” Amber half-whispered to our new companion, and I felt heat in my cheeks at her flirtatious words. 
 
    “Well, I think we should make a start on your own library, Sid,” I told the black-haired beauty decidedly and then quickly guided the two of them into the bookstore. “There’s a huge number of stories here that are actually quite like your world.” 
 
    “Really?” Sid whispered through her fingers as she gazed around at the stacks and stacks of books on the shelves. “Do you have any recommendations?” 
 
    I bought Sid the entire Game Of Thrones collection, which she thanked me profusely for, and the three of us carried on wandering through the busy shopping mall with an almost ridiculous number of bags in our hands, to the point where we could no longer hold each other’s hands. 
 
    “Amber?” I mentioned the redhead’s name when I saw her glancing at an art supplies store with curious eyes. “There must be something you remember enjoying when you were in your human body?” 
 
    “Well, I… I don’t know if I’d be any good at it anymore, it’s been so long.” Amber shrugged dismissively. 
 
    “What is it, Amber?” Sid asked with a gentle smile.  
 
    “I used to draw.” The redhead scuffed the toes of her boots into the floor and shrugged her slim shoulders again. “Although, I don’t know if I was ever any good really, and it’s been literally years since I’ve even had a hand to pick charcoal up with, so--” 
 
    “Hey,” I cut off her rambling and grinned. “I’m sure you were great. Don’t you miss it?” 
 
    “All the time.” Amber admitted as she gnawed on her bottom lip. “It was like an escape.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you could sketch Sid when she reads?” I prompted as I steered the two of them toward the art store. “Or you could draw me naked.” 
 
    The two girls dissolved into fits of giggles. 
 
    “No need to laugh quite so hard,” I chuckled. 
 
    Amber spent a good twenty minutes rifling through the blank canvases and rainbow of acrylic paints and brushes, until she eventually settled on a ring-bound pad filled with pages of thick sketch paper as well as a set of colorful oil pastels and dark charcoal points. 
 
    “Thank you, James,” Amber said gratefully as I paid and handed her the bag of art supplies with a wide grin. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I told both of them as we continued our trek through the mall. 
 
    I physically couldn’t carry any more by the time my wallet had dwindled, so I called time on the shopping spree considering how we’d nearly blitzed through a good chunk of the money I’d pawned the gold for already. 
 
    We grabbed a quick bite to eat in the food court, and Sid chose sandwiches again, since she was keen to try something similar to the one I’d brought back for Amber earlier in the day. Then I thankfully managed to hail a cab to ferry us back to campus. 
 
    After a long day exploring the wonders of a shopping mall with my two otherworldly women, the three of us finally got some sleep, but not before the two still excitable shopping addicts put all of their new clothes away in the closet. 
 
    I still elected to curl up on my computer chair while the girls shared my bed, though Sid definitely seemed to have at least warmed up to Amber enough for the two of them to end up tangled together in an intricate spooning position.  
 
    Then the next morning, we decided to set off through the portal again to explore the dungeon where the otherworldly counterpart to my closet was hidden. Since we’d discovered the swamp and the witch, as well as the dusty old vampire cavern, I was curious to see just how far the stone maze spread into the hills above Hadden. 
 
    “It’s a shame we can’t actually show off our new wares.” Amber sighed as she inspected the perfect shape of her ass in the mirror that hung on the back of my college room door. 
 
    “No, but at least we can blend in a little more in James’ world now,” Sid reasoned with a shy smile, and she twirled the hem of her dress. 
 
    “That’s true.” I nodded with a grin to the two of them. “And you both look gorgeous, by the way. But now it’s time to do some exploring.” 
 
    They cooed their replies back to me as I pulled the closet door open, and the three of us stepped into the otherworld once again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I blinked as the stone dungeon materialized around me, and I stepped out of the swirling golden portal to find Sid’s pauldrons fastened on my shoulders and Amber’s bow across my back. 
 
    “Testing, testing…” I muttered to the girls as I partially shut the closet doors around the portal. 
 
    Hello, Sid immediately said in my mind, and I chuckled at her eager voice. 
 
    “Hey, Sid.” I smiled. “Amber?” 
 
    I’m here. The redhead said. Your mind isn’t going into overdrive with us both in your head? 
 
    “Ahh, I’ll be okay. My mind’s in overdrive even without your voices inside my head. Since I’m always thinking about you two, even when I’m trying not to.” I shrugged casually, and then I laughed at the women’s response to my brazen flirting. 
 
    Amber was used to it, Sid maybe not so much, but the gorgeous black-haired woman didn’t seem too offended, if her light giggling was anything to go by. 
 
    I smiled to myself and then took in my surroundings. The stone dungeon that housed the portal between worlds looked much the same as it always did. It was cool and dark, with the only light coming from the single lit torch flickering in the sconce on the wall, beside the staircase that led upward to the cabin. The only other thing inside the chamber was the antique wooden closet that mirrored the one in my dorm room, and I made sure to grab both of Harold’s potion vials from the inside shelf before I turned to face the previously caved-in tunnel off to the side. 
 
    The chilly darkness surrounding me wasn’t off putting at all, even though it probably should’ve been. I actually found it comforting more than anything else, like the stone entrance chamber acted as some form of solitary respite against the craziness of both this world and my own. 
 
    I unhooked the flaming torch from the iron sconce, and I held it in my left hand as I walked under the archway and through the singular tunnel that led deeper into the massive and labyrinthian dungeon itself. 
 
    You think it’ll change around again? Amber asked in a quiet voice as I pressed deeper into the stone maze. 
 
    “The pathways?” I clarified while I let the flames of the torch guide my way. “Maybe.” 
 
    This dungeon, it’s buried in the hill beneath Hadden? Sid asked curiously. 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered as I kept one foot in front of the other, and the sound of my sneakers against the ground echoed around the stone walls. “We’ve found a huge swamp that housed a witch, and the terrifying cavern full of vampires that we found you in so far.” 
 
    Wow… Sid whispered in awe. I wonder what we’ll find this time. 
 
    “It’s anyone’s guess.” I shrugged as the stone tunnel suddenly grew bigger, and I found myself in the same antechamber as before, with the different tunnels leading onto different paths within the dungeon proper. 
 
    I’d taken the middle one first, which had steered me toward the swamp witch, and the one on the far left had brought me to the vampire nest, so this time I opted for one of the several tunnels on the right. There was the chance the paths had shuffled again, and I would end up someplace I’d already been, but that was alright. I was keen to explore the dungeon, even if it meant doubling back or coming across potential supernatural threats, so I kept my grip on the torch tight and my eyes sharp as I pressed on. 
 
    I grew more and more confident in my abilities as the days went by, and with each adventure into the otherworld, I grew stronger and surer. That strength had even filtered through into the real world, which I’d realized when I accidentally smashed Brad the frat boy’s jaw into smithereens. 
 
    I smirked at the memory of his watering eyes and bloody mouth, and I pressed deeper into the cool expanse of the dungeon, with my magically lit torch held high. Every ten feet or so, another torch was nailed to the wall in a rusted iron sconce, but I kept a hold of my one just in case that particular pattern stopped, and I was left in the darkness. 
 
    I wouldn’t ever say I was particularly afraid of the dark, but being lost in an everchanging stone maze with no light didn’t exactly sound like my version of fun. I had Amber’s fire arrows at least, but they would’ve ended up as just a slightly elongated version of Indiana Jones lighting a match and waiting for it to flicker out after a brief moment of light. 
 
    “I can hear something…” I suddenly said, and I immediately stopped in my tracks with my ears searching intently for the noise I’d picked up on somewhere further ahead. 
 
    Is that… Buzzing? Amber muttered in a grim tone. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    Somewhere in the dungeon in front of me, I could hear the steady thrum of what sounded like millions of some sort of insect. Like the annoyance of being hounded by a fly at a barbecue, only magnified to the point where it sounded like hundreds all at once. 
 
    “Oh, this isn’t gonna be fun at all,” I groaned under my breath as I begrudgingly kept moving forward, though I noticeably slowed my pace to try and avoid my footsteps from being heard by whatever was the cause of the noise. 
 
    The constant drone became louder and louder the further I pushed forward, until finally the tight stone tunnel opened up into a huge cavern that almost vibrated with the strength of the sound. 
 
    My breath stopped in my throat as I took in my gory surroundings. 
 
    The cavern in which I stood looked completely different from the vampire nest, though it was probably about the same size. The vamps had lived in a massive hall that looked like it could’ve belonged to a castle once upon a time, with a library and stairs and balustrades, and even some rotten parts of carpet. 
 
    The buzzing cave I’d found now was, in fact, just a cave, but it was absolutely massive. Almost tall enough for my dorm building to have fit comfortably and about just as wide, but it had huge spindly fingers of stalagmites sprouting up from the floor in haphazard groups. They looked like the fingers of an ancient god attempting to break through the surface of the earth, like a zombie trapped in a grave. 
 
    Corresponding stalactites dripped down from the jagged ceiling like skeletal chandeliers, and the air was stagnant and musky and smelled like one wrong flicker of flame from my torch could set the entire place ablaze. 
 
    Though it hadn’t happened yet, so I figured at least that part was safe. 
 
    The grossest thing about the gigantic cavern, though, was the actual source of the constant buzzing that filled the air with vibration. 
 
    Flies? Amber asked. But how many? 
 
    “Too many to count…” I muttered, and I held my breath as my stomach churned with a mixture of disgust and nerves. 
 
    The creatures weren’t just any old household fly. They were huge, each insect at least the size of a small cat, and they were bloated in shape with weird translucent sacs on their backs just below their fluttering wings. Their eyes were bulbous and milky, almost as if they were blind, and I watched as a small stray group of the creatures bounced off one another like engorged bumblebees. 
 
    Every couple of feet, nestled into the rock itself, was a fly nest. They were disgusting mounds filled with holes that oozed a strange black liquid, and the insects would skitter and burrow in and out of the nests at will. Whatever the source of the weird dark goo was, it stank to high heaven. Like a gross cocktail of gore and gasoline. 
 
    My skin had started to crawl long before I’d even taken all of this information in, and I fought off a full-body shiver. 
 
    “Well, I’ll have to clear this out,” I decided in a low voice. “We can’t have an infestation this close to Hadden.” 
 
    They look like blood flies, Sid said darkly. I read about them once. 
 
    “Blood flies?” I repeated in confusion. “Like mosquitoes?” 
 
    I’ve never heard of mosquitoes, Sid admitted. But I remember reading about blood fly infestations in an old book in the Baron’s library. They feed by paralyzing their prey and sucking out all of their blood. They can feast on an entire town in just a day.  
 
    “That would explain the sacs on their backs,” I whispered and gritted my teeth against another involuntary shudder. “But they must’ve been buried down here for god knows how long, there’s no blood for them to feed on.” 
 
    They feed on themselves, Amber suddenly said in a strained voice. Look, over there. To the right, next to that spiky bit of rock. 
 
    My stomach turned over when I spied what the redhead had been referring to. The carcass of a dead blood fly was attached to a particularly thick stalactite, and a cluster of about five other insects swarmed over its body. The feeding blood flies had long spikes protruding from their heads, which I guessed acted like a natural straw for them because I watched as they stabbed their victim’s flesh with the spikes. Then, within another second, the sacs on their backs were filled with the same putrid black liquid I’d seen all over the nest clusters. 
 
    “Holy shit…” I muttered through my still gritted teeth. “Sid, what else do you remember about blood flies? How did people get rid of infestations?” 
 
    I don’t remember, she sighed. It wasn’t an enjoyable read, I didn’t get that far. I’m sorry. 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” I muttered darkly. “Well, let’s try lighting them up, shall we?” 
 
    Fire fixes everything, Amber said with determination. My power is your power, James. 
 
    I pulled her bow off my back and nocked an arrow already glowing with Amber’s imbued fire power. Then I hunkered down beside a particularly thick stalagmite, briefly took aim, and sent the fire arrow into one of the oozing black holes of the nest. 
 
    It exploded on impact, and the sound rattled around the cavern like a bomb. The fire from Amber’s arrow set the nest alight, and I realized the stored blood must’ve acted like a detonator. The nest itself had been blown to smithereens, but in doing so it released a swarm of angry blood flies. 
 
    The incessant drone of their infuriated buzzing was deafening, and I quickly skittered even lower down beside the stalagmite so the blood flies couldn’t see me. I suspected their milky eyes were blind, but I wasn’t sure, and I wasn’t going to take the chance that I was wrong. The sound of them set my teeth on edge, like constant nails on a chalkboard, and I peered my head around the finger of rock to see what was happening. 
 
    A good number of blood flies had been killed from the explosion, but the majority had survived enough to contribute to the swarm inside the cavern. There were at least five nests I could see inside the cave, and I held the groan in my throat as I wondered what the fuck I could even do with an infestation of this size. 
 
    “I think we’ll have to freeze them,” I muttered under my breath as I watched the cloud of milky-eyed blood flies buzz around their fallen comrades before they eventually landed and started to feed. “Then we can blow them up.” 
 
    Well, they’re feeding on each other right now, Sid said in a disgusted voice. Maybe we wait ‘til they’re full up with blood, freeze them, and then we can make them into bombs of themselves. 
 
    “Good idea.” I nodded appreciatively as I carefully slid another arrow out of the quiver. “Ice and fire, coming right up.” 
 
    I watched in disgust as the swarm of blood flies that had been disturbed from the nest fed greedily on their dead. After a few minutes, the corpses were nothing but shriveled and empty shells, and the live flies were heavy and full of inky-black goo. 
 
    “They can’t fly when they’re full,” I whispered. “They look drunk, almost.” 
 
    Now’s the time. Amber agreed, and she kept her voice low even though it was inside my head. Freeze them and blow them up. 
 
    “You got it,” I answered as I pulled the bowstring tight. “The ice impact is pretty wide, if I remember from when we fought the vamp nest. Let’s see if we can catch them all.” 
 
    I aimed at the middle of the group of bloated blood flies and let the frozen arrow soar through the air toward them. It speared one of the flies straight through the head, and the burst of ice immediately spread to cover almost the entire nest worth of insects. 
 
    “Okay, fire!” I hissed at Amber and quickly nocked another arrow. 
 
    I felt the arrow sizzle against my cheek as Amber’s power switched, and then I let the projectile loose. 
 
    It crackled with flames as it whipped through the air, and I immediately hunkered back down behind my stalagmite as the arrowhead sank into the frozen blood sac on the back of the closest fly. 
 
    The explosion was even louder than when we’d blown the nest, and the cave rumbled dangerously as if someone had just set off an entire box of TNT.  
 
    “Shit!” I hissed as I watched large chunks of stone wobble and fall from the ceiling, but eventually the rockfall stopped as the loud bang subsided. 
 
    Good job! Amber whooped inside my mind. That worked! 
 
    “Only four more to go…” I muttered grimly. “I’m gonna have to use Harold’s blink potion to get around this place, though.” 
 
    That’s probably worth doing, Sid quickly agreed. The lower the profile you can keep, the less chance they’ll swarm you. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t particularly like the sound of having my blood drained by a bunch of insects, to be honest,” I huffed as I dug around in my pockets for the little vial of glimmering potion that Harold had replenished for me. 
 
    I filled the dropper and let three droplets of the potion hit my tongue. Then I swallowed and waited a moment for the magic to take effect. The electrical feeling shuddered through my veins, and the full-body shudder I’d suppressed before suddenly made me shiver as I let out a deep breath. 
 
    “Damn, that feels good.” I chuckled quietly to myself as I secured my grip on Amber’s bow. “Okay, let’s clear these damn things out.” 
 
    The next nest was just a ways over, past another cluster of stalagmites, so I focused my eyes on the jagged rock formation and let my magic-imbued mind take me to where I needed to go. 
 
    I blinked my eyes, and when I opened them again, I was suddenly huddled behind the stalagmites with the drone of the blood fly nest loud in my ears. 
 
    I made quick work of the second nest and used the same process to blow the insides out, let the flies angrily feed upon each other until the translucent sacs on their backs were filled with explosive blood, and then freeze them and blow them all to smithereens. I was grateful for the rocks that acted as my cover, because the weird frozen slushie cocktail of dead insects and sticky black blood was not something I wanted anywhere near me. 
 
    Their stench would probably linger in my nostrils for days after, but I certainly didn’t want any literal reminder of the grossness. 
 
    I blinked across to another rock formation next to the nearest nest and quickly shot a fiery arrow into one of the oozing black holes to make it explode again. 
 
    Only this time, the force of the blast caused the cavern to groan and complain, and rocks started to fall from the ceiling. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I yelled in surprise as I dove away from the massive chunks of falling stone. It put me right in view of the blood flies, which were twice as furious at the rockfall, and I skidded on an oily patch of blood as I tried to turn on my heel. I spotted another cluster of stalagmites straight across the broken nest and hurriedly used my blink ability to shoot over there, but just as I rematerialized, a chunk of rock fell from the cavern’s ceiling and hit my shoulder. 
 
    I let out another shout, almost preempting the pain, but Sid’s sleek black pauldrons glowed as the stone hit me, and the stone bounced off my shoulder as if it were nothing more than a football. 
 
    The cave around me groaned again, but the rocks had stopped falling, and I caught my breath behind the formation of gray stalagmites. 
 
    “Sid!” I gasped as the adrenaline fizzed through my veins. “You saved my ass!” 
 
    I told you I’d protect you, Sid said in her soft, serene voice.  
 
    “No kidding,” I chuckled as I tightened my grip on Amber’s bow. “I’d have been squished with these bugs if it weren’t for you.” 
 
    My eyes grazed over my hand, and I quickly half-dropped the bow so I could inspect my skill tree tattoo. Because Sid and her shiny black pauldrons had actively saved me, the marking on the back of my hand that looked like a skill tree had stretched and morphed in order to accommodate my new defense stat. 
 
    Let’s not make being squished like blood flies a reality, Amber giggled in my head, and her voice brought me out of my admiration. Ice, coming up. 
 
    I nocked the arrow and sent it flying into the rock-covered nest of blood flies, and their full bodies squeaked and then crackled as they froze in place. 
 
    I blinked away to the next nest before I blew the frozen nest into pieces, but the cavern thankfully remained intact enough for me to take out the rest of the nests with relative ease. 
 
    After about another half-hour of blinking around the infested cave, the place was eventually clear of blood flies aside from a couple strays. 
 
    “They’re all full,” I noticed as I watched them buzz slowly against the ground beneath the weight of their blood sacs. “I’ll have to just take them out one by one.” 
 
    You should just be able to blow them up, Amber reasoned. If they’re full, that means they’ll explode on impact. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” I grinned as I pulled another arrow out of the quiver. “Fire, please.” 
 
    You got it. Amber chuckled, and the bow and arrow in my hands crackled and warmed as she imbued the weapon with her second ability. 
 
    I made quick work of the few remaining blood flies, and now that I’d cleared the dungeon of them, it was kind of fun to watch them explode into a million pieces. 
 
    They were still absolutely fucking disgusting, though. 
 
    “I don’t wanna have to deal with them ever again,” I sighed as I inspected the sole of my poor sneakers and made a face when I saw they were covered in a weird frozen gray sludge. “We’re gonna need to go shopping again soon, I need new shoes after this.” 
 
    More shopping? Amber gasped excitedly. Sign me up. 
 
    “Well, we’ll need more gold for that.” I laughed as I crossed the cave and scooped up the still lit torch from the wall by the exit before I headed back into the tunnel of the dungeon. “Speaking of, let’s go and see the Baron, shall we?” 
 
    I followed the same tunnel back through the dungeon, and there were thankfully no deviations from the route that could’ve changed my path back to the antechamber. After a few minutes, the dungeon steered me true, and we set off toward the Baron’s castle once again. 
 
    When I emerged from the dungeon and out into the forests around the town of Hadden, the sun was just about to hit its apex in the sky. It was a clear fall day, with a light breeze that would’ve carried a slight chill if it hadn’t been for the clear skies and warmth of the early afternoon sun. I could hear birds chirping and singing somewhere in the golden-colored trees above me, and I even spotted some sort of bird of prey floating in a serene circle high above the forest. 
 
    I followed the same path through the forest the Baron’s messenger had once shown me and eventually saw the two stone towers of the castle in the distance. 
 
    The guards on the gate once again let me pass with varying expressions of snootiness, and the Baron greeted me warmly as I approached his throne in the great hall. 
 
    “Sir Miller!” he exclaimed loudly, and his voice reverberated off the high walls of the hall. “I was just about to send for you!” 
 
    “Oh, you were?” I asked as I stopped in front of his throne and bent my back in a reluctant half-bow. “What for?” 
 
    “I have needs of your services once again,” the Baron explained with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But wh-- What is that smell?” 
 
    “That, uh, that might be me,” I explained and lifted the heel of one of my blood-soaked sneakers. “I was clearing out a blood fly infestation.” 
 
    “Blood flies?” The Baron sniffed in derision. “How vile. I thank you, once again, for your services.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” I bowed again and smirked as I prompted him. “You said you had need of my services once more?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, my soothsayer has finally located the hideout of a mage threatening Hadden,” the Baron said as he sniffed again and wrinkled his long nose at me. “It is said this sorcerer desires my downfall, which naturally I cannot allow. He is also brazenly taking credit for the influx of monsters we have experienced lately, and yet he continues to hide in some lair beneath the hills.” 
 
    This sorcerer was hiding in the dungeon? That couldn’t be good. If he really could control the beasts of the dungeon, he could wipe Hadden off the map. 
 
    “So, you want me to take this guy prisoner?” I confirmed as I folded my arms across my chest. 
 
    “No,” the Baron said sharply. “I want him dead. Even if we were to take him prisoner, he is a threat to my throne and a threat to Hadden. Any trial would put him to death regardless.” 
 
    “Ahh, so you want me to hurry the deed along.” I nodded thoughtfully and then after a moment looked up to meet the Baron’s hard brown eyes. “Okay, yes, I’ll do it. But I want double.” 
 
    “A double payment?” The Baron raised a thick eyebrow as he stared down at me with a shrewd expression. “If you could please present your reasoning?” 
 
    “This isn’t exactly a beast or a monster I’m going after,” I said to him matter-of-factly. “This is a man you want me to kill, even if he is an evil magical one. The bounty cost is higher because of the target, not to mention the threat level.” 
 
    I reminded myself this world was not my own as the Baron mulled over my words. This world was plagued by mythical creatures and monsters, some of which I’d already killed in the name of fame and fortune, and this evil mage should be no different, especially if he posed a genuine threat. 
 
    The Baron sniffed and thought about my proposition for an agonizingly long moment, until a wide smile suddenly broke across his smarmy face. 
 
    “Fine, then you have yourself a deal.” The Baron just grinned down at me ecstatically as if he were playing a particularly exciting chess game. “Be sure to go to the quartermaster immediately.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I left the great hall and made a beeline through the castle toward Harold’s chambers, with a million thoughts running through my mind. 
 
    Ever since Sid explained how she’d been under the Baron’s employ fairly recently-- at least within his reign-- my burgeoning suspicions of him had raised like the hackles on a dog’s back. There had to be some connection, something I hadn’t discovered just yet, but I was going to make it my mission to find out. 
 
    Even if the Baron wasn’t directly involved, he must’ve had some small inkling or lead that could point me in the right direction, so I also really wanted to meet his so-called soothsayer at some point.  
 
    Whoever kept the Baron in the loop seemed to constantly have all the intel, and I wanted to know why and how. 
 
    I was almost positive the soothsayer would be the one to hold all the information that would aid me in my quest to help the girls, and I was definitely glad I hadn’t mentioned either Amber or Sid to the Baron just yet. I didn’t want to give away anything that might put me, and therefore the girls, into immediate danger. 
 
    I pulled myself out of my reverie when I found myself at the quartermaster’s chambers, and I knocked on Harold’s door and then waited for the old guy to heave it open. 
 
    “James, my boy!” he said as he ushered me quickly inside. “A pleasure to see you again. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “The Baron’s given me another quest,” I explained as I watched Harold set about making himself yet another cup of tea, brewed from the same weird tubular contraption on the first table in his lab. 
 
    He didn’t offer me a cup, though, and I figured he must’ve finally figured out I’d always turn it down. I grew up in Brooklyn, so coffee was always more my speed, so I would have turned down normal tea most times, let alone whatever the hell it was the old quartermaster brewed in his meth lab looking contraption. 
 
    “Is that so?” Harold raised his bushy gray eyebrows so he could study me as he took a long sip of his steaming drink. “What exactly is your new quest, then?” 
 
    “I’m to go after the evil mage that’s plotting the Baron’s demise,” I said with a casual shrug. “Apparently, the soothsayer has claimed the mage resides within the dungeon in the hills. I was hoping you had more information.” 
 
    “But of course.” The quartermaster nodded quickly. “The soothsayer explained it all to me late last night, in fact. But I’m almost surprised the Baron picked you for this particular quest, I must admit.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, you are a monster hunter, are you not?” Harold confirmed with a shrug of his spindly old shoulders. “The Baron has bounty hunters in his employ, for the, ahh, less than savory targets.” 
 
    “Maybe this is his way of giving me a promotion.” I grinned. “He even agreed to pay me double.” 
 
    “Did he now?” The quartermaster nodded thoughtfully and then shrugged as he brought himself out of his thoughts. “Well, congratulations, Sir Miller. So… The mage?” 
 
    “Okay, tell me more,” I said. “What should I know?” 
 
    I listened intently as Harold relayed everything the soothsayer had told him, and I worked to keep my expression neutral. 
 
    The only things Harold knew for sure were that the mage had taken residence in the dungeons beneath Hadden and made it increasingly clear to the Baron in various different cryptic ways that he intended to find a way to dethrone him. 
 
    And if that meant killing the Baron, then so be it. That’s why he needed stopping at all costs. 
 
    “Okay, search the dungeon, kill the mage, come back, and collect my reward.” I nodded and then shrugged. “I can do that.” 
 
    “I have a replenishment for your potions right here.” Harold quickly handed me two vials, one of the strength enhancer and one for the blink ability. “And I also have something extra.” 
 
    “Extra?” My curiosity spiked at the mention of another boon. 
 
    “The dungeon is barely mapped, and we have no idea how huge it actually is. You’ll have to search on foot to find the mage, but once you have succeeded in your quest and want to return… Well, if you do return, that is…” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Harold,” I muttered under my breath as I watched the old man rifle through his stock cupboards. 
 
    “Oh, just being realistic, dear boy.” The white-haired man waved a careless hand and snorted as he finally found what he was looking for. “Ah, here it is!” 
 
    The vial he handed to me was filled with a swirling liquid that looked almost exactly like the portal in the back of my closet. It was a warm golden color, like bottled sunlight, and it moved constantly, much like the dungeon portal that acted as a gateway between worlds. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “Think of it as an enhanced, one-way, one-use version of your blink ability there,” Harold quickly explained in an eager voice. “You’ll need to drink all of it for it to be effective, hence why it’s single-use, but… Should you emerge victorious, I imagine you’d rather do without the trek back to the castle, hmm?” 
 
    “So, if I drink this, it’ll teleport me right back here?” I confirmed as I pocketed the tiny vial of liquid gold with a grin. 
 
    “Precisely!” Harold smiled widely. “It still works on the basis of subconscious direction, which is why it can’t be used on the first trip to get there. It will only work if you can see in your mind’s eye where it is you want to go.” 
 
    “Okay, I understand.” I nodded. “Like a quick travel option. Got it.” 
 
    I said farewell to the kindly old man and left the Baron’s castle behind as I set out on my biggest quest yet, and when I left the grounds of the Baron’s castle, I noticed the marking on the back of my hand was steering me to my destination. 
 
    The tiny dial on the top of my wrist flickered eagerly above the southernmost point, and I turned on the spot until I was standing in the right direction and then headed toward the hills. 
 
    “Maybe there’s another entrance to the dungeon,” I said to the girls as I made my way through the bustling market town. “Like the one Amber and I found before.” 
 
    This would be my guess, too, Amber agreed in my head.  
 
    If your compass is telling you the way, I say follow it, Sid said decisively. It stands to reason that it would lead you to the entrance first and foremost. 
 
    “Though, once we get inside again, it’ll all change around no doubt.” I sighed as I left the town of Hadden in the distance and made my way into the tightly packed woodland on the hill that overlooked it. 
 
    I wonder if the dungeon stretches all the way out to the coast, Amber mused. It’s not a vast distance from here, just where the river comes out. 
 
    “It’s certainly a possibility,” I replied as I grabbed at a tree trunk to help myself up a particularly slippery patch of fallen leaves. “If the dungeon stretches on for as much as the hill does, then sure.” 
 
    I’ve never seen the ocean, Sid suddenly said with a wistful sigh. 
 
    “You’ve never been to the coast before?” I asked as I trudged through the forest. 
 
    Not that I can remember, Sid admitted with a hint of sadness in her voice. I feel like I have maybe a really faint memory of the smell of the ocean, but nothing concrete. Not for years and years, at least. 
 
    “I’ll take you for real one day,” I promised her as I kicked a cluster of fallen branches and watched them tumble out of my way, much to the annoyance of whatever small animal was skittering around beneath them. “You, too, Amber. We’ll make a trip out of it.” 
 
    I’d like that, Amber chuckled inside my mind. From what I think I can remember, I enjoyed it when I was there last. 
 
    “The beach is great,” I assured her. “Though I don’t think the East Coast and the Atlantic Ocean really constitute a beach vacation. We’d maybe need to go a little further afield than that.” 
 
    Whatever you say, Amber said with a hint of confusion in her voice, and I remembered she had no idea what the Atlantic, or the East Coast for that matter, even meant. 
 
    “I forget sometimes you’re not from my world,” I chuckled. “There’s so much to show you. Hell, it overwhelms me, let alone how it must overwhelm you.” 
 
    It’s a good type of overwhelming, Amber promised me. And I know Sid would agree, too. It’s mad, and chaotic, but it’s yours. That’s why it’s special. 
 
    It is special, Sid said softly. It’s yours. 
 
    I smiled at their words and continued on my trek through the Hadden forest. I made sure I kept to the compass on the back of my wrist, and I followed the steady flutter of the needle that would surely lead us to another concealed entrance to the huge stone dungeon. 
 
    The autumn day had actually turned chilly, and I could barely see the sun anymore, let alone any blue sky behind the thick blanket of fluffy white clouds that now covered the air above me. The cloud cover kept the sun from really reaching the earth, so the mild fall breeze ended up feeling pretty cold. 
 
    Sid’s pauldrons acted as some sort of protection against the wind, but it started to really pick up when I’d walked for an hour or two. The clouds had been stained with a mild gray color, and a light rain started to drizzle continuously down through the red and gold leaves above me. 
 
    I’d been stuck on a steady incline for what felt like forever, and my calf muscles started to scream at me by the time I finally reached the ridge in the forest. The muddy slope of trees gave way to a sudden clearing filled with nothing but moss and dirt and the odd bunch of wildflowers, and it would’ve been completely nondescript if it hadn’t been for the dilapidated stone well nestled into the forest floor in the center of the clearing. 
 
    “I’m gonna have to go down that well, aren’t I?” I sighed heavily as I came to a stop beside the small stone structure and caught my breath after my hike. 
 
    The well looked old and disused, since the circular stone was partially crumbling and covered almost completely in a thick layer of dark green moss. There were even a few clusters of mushrooms that had sprouted from the stone itself, with red hoods and white dots just like the toadstools out of fairytale books. 
 
    The broken wooden bucket swaying in the middle of the opening had certainly seen better days and was almost completely rotted through the bottom, but the rope that held it there looked suspiciously new. It was barely even frayed, and the braid didn’t carry any of the greenish-gray coloring that would’ve made it look the same age as the rest of the well. 
 
    “At least this should hold me,” I said as I gave it a hard tug. 
 
    The rope swayed and hit the sides of the well as I moved it, though I couldn’t see how far down it actually reached. I looked around my feet for a loose stone and chucked it into the opening, but I didn’t even hear a splash, just a dull clatter as it hit the bottom. 
 
    “Amber, fire up one of your arrows for me,” I told the redhead as I pulled her bow off my back. 
 
    I took a slightly awkward aim before I let the arrow loose, and the redhead’s fire power lit the inside of the well for a brief moment like a flare, before it clattered against hard stone at the bottom and went out. 
 
    “Okay, no water and maybe only a story deep.” I shrugged as I peered over the edge. “I can do that.” 
 
    I quickly slung Amber’s bow back over my shoulders and hoisted a leg over the side of the well. The strong rope attached to the bucket was also attached to a thick iron ring embedded into the side of the stone well, and the knot had been tied by someone who definitely knew what they were doing, because it was a series of complicated loops that I probably couldn’t have untied even if I’d wanted to. 
 
    I let both of my legs dangle into the abyss and gave the rope a sharp tug just to check one last time before I eventually lowered myself into the claustrophobic stone well. Even though the well was dry, it somehow smelled of old stagnant water and moldy leaves, and I had to hold my breath as I lowered myself down the rope. 
 
    It only took a minute or two for my feet to touch the ground again, and I let go of the rope so I could catch my breath away from the putrid stench. 
 
    “What is it with this dungeon and smells?” I groaned to myself as I looked around at my surroundings. “Swamp witches and blood flies and now moldy old wells?” 
 
    Yeah, I’m kinda glad I’m stuck in here with Sid, Amber laughed. 
 
    At least we don’t have to smell what you’re smelling, James, Sid giggled in agreement. You poor thing. 
 
    “You can poke fun at me all you like,” I joked. “You have no idea how bad it is down here.” 
 
    It was dark as night in the bottom of the well, though the moment I’d dropped down to my feet, I’d felt the air suddenly expand, as if I was standing in a room at the bottom. 
 
    “Amber, could I borrow your fire power again, please?” I asked with a grin as I pulled one of her arrows out of the quiver again, but this time I held it in my fist like a torch, so the arrowhead was pointed vertically upwards. “Give it a good strong burst for me.” 
 
    Coming right up, Amber said determinedly, and then a split second later the arrowhead crackled and erupted into flames that eventually settled, like a giant matchstick. I’ll keep it lit as long as I can, but no promises. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told the redhead as I peered in front of me at my surroundings. 
 
    I was definitely in a whole other part of my dungeon, and I certainly hadn’t ever gotten this far in my explorations previously. I could tell I hadn’t, purely just for the fact there were no helpful torches nailed into the wall to help me see my way, so to err on the side of caution, I pulled Harold’s potions out of my pocket. 
 
    I gave myself a good measure of both the strength potion and the blink ability, and I shuddered as the magic spread through my body before I continued on through the dungeon. 
 
    The air in the bottom of the well felt as if it were thinner in my lungs, like I’d climbed halfway up Mount Everest, and I cleared my throat as I peered through the darkness. 
 
    There was no multiple choice in the small chamber I’d dropped into, and the only opening was a tight archway that led off into another random tunnel, so with a shrug, I pushed deeper into the dungeon. 
 
    It was eerily quiet, even more so than usual, and my footsteps echoed loudly against the cold stone with every step I took. Amber’s fire arrow flare eventually petered out into nothing after about ten minutes, so I pulled a fresh arrow from the quiver, which she dutifully lit all over again for me. 
 
    The tunnel stretched on endlessly, with every stone looking the exact same as the last, and I wondered how long I’d trekked through the dungeon. 
 
    I must’ve been real deep within the hills above Hadden, and the air became thinner and thinner the further through the dungeon I pushed, until it got to the point where my breathing was legitimately labored. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” I gasped and cleared my throat again. 
 
    What is it? Sid asked fretfully when she heard my hoarse voice. 
 
    I can’t… I can’t keep this fire going, Amber groaned in my mind. It’s like there’s something… Snuffing it out. 
 
    “Or stopping it from lighting altogether,” I huffed. “There’s no fucking air in this tunnel.” 
 
    But that can’t be an issue, Sid reasoned. That’s never been an issue before. 
 
    “I can see something ahead,” I said in a throaty voice. “You see that? It’s glowing.” 
 
    I pointed directly in front of me where the darkness seemed to stretch on for miles, but I was sure I could see something sparkling. Like an orb of light, similar to the electrical staff the swamp witch had carried, except it wasn’t yellow in color. It had a purple hue to it, and it didn’t spark like the electrical power of the witch’s staff.  
 
    It glowed brighter the closer I got to it, and I blinked against the mind fog that was caused by my breathlessness as I pushed on. 
 
    That’s it… Amber groaned. I can’t light a damn thing. 
 
    “No oxygen in the air…” I gasped as my breathing became ragged.  
 
    It’s a spell! Sid suddenly shouted in my head. It’s a spell, or a hex, or… That thing is a hex ball! 
 
    “What do I do?” I croaked and started to double over. “What--” 
 
    Shoot the damn thing! Sid screamed. Amber, ice it! 
 
    Now, James! Amber yelled. Do it now! 
 
    I started to see random black spots in my vision, though that might’ve been due to the intense darkness surrounding me, and all I could see was the hovering hex ball glowing in the distance. 
 
    I pulled Amber’s bow off my back along with an arrow, but my arms felt like lead as I lifted the weapon up to my face. The arrow bounced against the wood handle of the bow as I struggled to keep it in place, and I took one last long, shuddering breath that felt like iron in my throat as I pulled the bowstring back. 
 
    I blinked furiously as my eyes started to water, and I held the last vestiges of oxygen in my throat as I focused on the purple ball of magic down the tunnel and let the arrow soar. 
 
    I wordlessly thanked Amber as I watched the projectile hurtle toward the hex ball, and when it made contact, the magic froze with the redhead’s ice power. It clunked to the ground like a bowling ball, and all of a sudden it felt as though my lungs expanded by three sizes as oxygen filled my throat again. 
 
    “Oh!” I gasped as I doubled over and sucked in lungfuls of sweet, musty dungeon air. 
 
    James, are you okay? I heard Sid’s worried voice in my mind, and I let out a breathless laugh. 
 
    “Thanks to you!” I told her as I caught my breath. “A hex ball, huh?” 
 
    I didn’t think they were real, Sid sighed. I’d read about them when I was a little girl. In fantastical books about magic. The memory just came to me. 
 
    I could kiss you right now, Amber said with a nervous laugh. 
 
    “Get in line,” I chuckled, still breathless. “So, this mage is for real then, huh?” 
 
    I’d say so. Sid whistled. But at least we know how he uses his magic now. 
 
    “That’s actually a very good point.” I nodded as Amber lit up another arrow, and I walked over to the now frozen ball of purple-colored magic. 
 
    It literally just looked like a lumpy bowling ball thanks to Amber’s ice ability, and I kicked it with the toe of my shoe and watched it tumble against the stone floor. 
 
    “Let’s find this fucker,” I huffed and determinedly pushed forward through the dungeon tunnel. 
 
    I kept Amber’s bow and illuminated arrow held in both hands as I proceeded through the dungeon, and my eyes searched the gloom for another roiling ball of magic that might appear at any minute. 
 
    My eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough for me to be able to now see the dungeon walls in my peripheral vision, but there were still no deviations or side chambers from the tunnel I walked through. I took this as a good thing, because it meant I couldn’t possibly get lost, although I was sure the tattoo on the back of my hand would’ve steered me true regardless. 
 
    It also meant the mage was dead ahead of me somewhere, and the very stark memory of slowly suffocating was still ripe in my mind as my footsteps instinctively picked up the pace. 
 
    The dungeon tunnel stretched on and on, until suddenly my path ahead was abruptly illuminated. A long tongue of flame suddenly crackled in front of me, like the tongue of a serpent, and it swirled and curved in the air for a brief moment before it hurtled toward me. 
 
    I had nowhere to go inside the tight stone tunnel of the dungeon, and a wall of fire was devastatingly close to me. I didn’t even have time to nock an ice arrow against Amber’s bow before the flames got to me, so I instinctively did the only thing I could do, which was move. 
 
    I fell to my knees, so I could see the stone tunnel below the fire, and willed my body behind the wall of flames. My blink ability guided me through the fire so I suddenly had my back to it, but another tongue of flame was already forming ahead of me, but closer this time. 
 
    “Shit,” I grunted as I repeated the process again and ducked down low enough to focus my blink on a portion of the dungeon tunnel ahead. It was blisteringly hot, and I felt sweat bead against the nape of my neck as I repeated the process for the third time, but no matter how much I dodged, another wall of fire hurtled its way toward me all over again. 
 
    I didn’t have the time to employ Amber’s ice ability against the literal firewalls, so I needed to find the hex ball and fast. 
 
    I blinked past another tongue of flames, but this time they brushed against my back as I passed through. Sid’s black pauldrons quickly glowed red, as if they physically absorbed the heat, and I let out a gasp. 
 
    Here comes another one! Amber called inside my head, since I’d taken the half a second to quickly examine my shoulders and make sure I wasn’t suddenly on fire. 
 
    Sid had successfully protected me, though, so I turned to face the next onslaught of angry white-hot flames as they scorched and burned their way through the dungeon toward me like a freight train. 
 
    On the ceiling! Sid suddenly said. A few feet ahead! 
 
    I hadn’t spotted it before because, unlike the oxygen stealing purple hex ball, the fire one was almost completely white with heat, and the flames concealed it every time they appeared. 
 
    I quickly blinked past the next attack and glanced down at my left hand as I teleported through the fire. The glowing blue ink beneath my skin that represented the blink ability had already started to dwindle, and I figured I had just one or two teleports left in my arsenal before time ran out. 
 
    And I wouldn’t have enough time to pull the little vial of potion out of my pocket to replenish it, either. 
 
    I had one shot, and if I failed, not even Sid’s pauldrons could’ve saved me from the constant walls of fire. 
 
    I pulled an arrow out of Amber’s quiver as I readied myself for the next firewall, and I kept my grip on her bow as I slid down into a crouch and blinked past the angry eruption of flames in front of me with the bow still held ready. 
 
    As soon as I rematerialized, I nocked the arrow against the string and fired at the white-hot hex ball above me. 
 
    Amber instinctively used her ice power on the arrow, and it sunk into the magic ball with a sudden thud. The hex ball fell to the ground with a dull thunk, and the flames finally stopped. 
 
    That was scary, Amber said with a nervous chuckle. Good eye, Sid. 
 
    I wiped the sweat from my brow and gave myself a few seconds to get my heartbeat under control. 
 
    “I can’t wait to kill this damned mage,” I muttered under my breath as I wiped the sweat from my palms against my jeans. “We must be close by now.” 
 
    Just be careful, Sid implored me in a quiet voice. 
 
    She’s right, Amber agreed. This mage has gone crazy just on his security, so he’ll most likely be formidable to go up against. 
 
    “No kidding.” I sighed heavily as I trekked deeper into the dungeon that was hidden in the hills above Hadden. “But it’s like you said, the guy’s crazy. I’ll use that to his severe disadvantage.” 
 
    What do you mean? Amber asked as we continued through the stone tunnel. 
 
    “Being underestimated is a huge privilege,” I said, and the words made my heartstrings pang with a memory. “My dad always used to say that to me.” 
 
    Wise words, Sid commented softly. 
 
    Neither one of the girls said much else, and although they didn’t particularly know too much about my backstory, they could probably just sense my emotions as my dad’s quote came to mind. 
 
    I made a mental note to open up a little more to them, since we were so completely bonded. 
 
    I lost myself in a reverie for a little while as I continued to hurry through the stone tunnel, and it took me half a second to realize I was suddenly in a much wider chamber. 
 
    I can see fire, Amber commented.  
 
    “Where?” I hissed, and my grip on her bow tightened. 
 
    Not like that, Sid said with a slight giggle. I can see it, too. Up ahead. Torches. 
 
    They were right, and I could see past the small antechamber was a much larger room illuminated by wooden torches held in iron sconces, much like the rest of the dungeon. 
 
    “So, you’re the brave and incredibly lucky soul who managed to make it past my defenses, then?” I heard a croak of a voice come from within the chamber, and I approached with caution. 
 
    The element of surprise was completely off the table, but I could still prepare at least. I quickly pulled Harold’s potions out of my pocket again and gave myself a top up so I was fully powered up to go against another magical being, and I looked down at the tattoo on my left hand as it morphed and changed while the magic flowed through my body. 
 
    Then I slowly walked into the round chamber with Amber’s bow held high in my hands and an arrow already nocked tightly against the string. 
 
    I didn’t answer the mage’s call, just slowly rounded the archway until I was fully inside the chamber. 
 
    It was a nondescript circle of a room, mostly empty aside from a group of lab desks and tables at the far end with various potions and ingredients stacked on all sides much like Harold the quartermaster’s laboratory. 
 
    The mage himself was almost as boring as the dungeon’s chamber. He didn’t wear a long purple cloak with gold thread, nor did he wear a tall conical hat, and he didn’t even have a long white beard. 
 
    He was completely hairless, in fact, with a shiny bald head and a weak chin. He was round-faced and red-cheeked, and his eyes were so pale and watery it almost looked as though he’d just been crying. He wore plain black robes reminiscent of garbage bags, and he was short and sort of pudgy looking. 
 
    None of that changed the fact he had cast the hex balls that had given me a serious run for my money, so I decided to take my father’s advice and not underestimate him despite his weak appearance. 
 
    “I’m surprised you even found me.” The mage spoke again, and his voice was somehow mousier and more frail the closer I got to him. 
 
    I fixed him with a steady stare and kept the arrow nocked tightly against the bowstring. 
 
    The mage frowned down at the weapon in my hand and then let out a sudden chuckle, which took me off guard so much I actually jumped at the sound. 
 
    “The bow by the river, I see!” he exclaimed, and he sounded almost excited. “Now, how did you come to find that, young man?” 
 
    “What do you know about the bow by the river?” I fired back and brought the arrowhead up to aim at his head, as if to further force my question. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you’d love to know.” The mage chuckled. “A pity you’ll never find out.” 
 
    I immediately let the arrow loose, not with any magic attached to it nor with any intent other than to make the stupid man cry. The projectile flew through the air like a whip crack, but the mage just lazily waved his hand with a flourish in retaliation. 
 
    The arrow did a right turn in midair and went sailing into the ground where it smashed against the stone with a clatter. 
 
    “Oh, come now,” the mage tutted playfully. “We were just getting to know each other.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded as I nocked another arrow and held it up to his face again. 
 
    Fire, Amber whispered in my head to let me know how she intended to help should I need it. 
 
    “Same as you.” The mage shrugged casually as he clasped his hands together behind his back and smiled at me from across the dungeon’s chamber. “Fame and fortune and all the fun that goes with it.” 
 
    “But what do you know about the bow by the river?” I demanded again. “How do you know I found this bow by the river?” 
 
    “I know much more than that,” the mage said with a rueful shake of the head. “Better yet, I know what’s attached to that bow.” 
 
    “How?” I growled the single word menacingly. 
 
    “Oh, such formality.” The round-faced wizard pouted. “Can’t I at least offer you a cup of tea, perhaps?” 
 
    I blinked and then frowned at the mage, and I noticed as he motioned to a tea set, his pale eyes flickered to a table covered in an array of scrolls and letters that looked like they carried important information. 
 
    “I don’t make a habit of sharing drinks with those with bounties on their heads,” I spat at him. 
 
    “Oh, so you mean to say you are only here for the fortune side of things?” He laughed jovially again, but I noticed how his watery eyes flitted again between me and the table full of scrolls and letters. “I find that incredibly hard to believe, otherwise I’d surely be dead by now.” 
 
    I knew this mage was just toying with me for fun, and I knew the moment I demanded one thing too many, he would take great pleasure in magically making me suffer. 
 
    So I decided not to give him the chance and took my father’s advice once again. 
 
    I moved the arrowhead from where I’d had it aimed at his head the entire conversation to the wooden shelving unit behind him and then let it loose. 
 
    The arrow erupted into flames as it sunk into the old wood of the bookcase just behind the mage, and he gasped in surprise as the fire crackled merrily behind him. 
 
    “Ice!” I yelled as I grabbed another arrow from the quiver, and while the mage’s back was just slightly turned, I let another arrow sing through the air toward him. 
 
    It sunk into his side, but before he could even grunt in response to the pain, the ice crystals danced across his body and froze him in place. It kept the bleeding internal, and I watched as the blood turned to slush beneath the ice. 
 
    Then I took one last arrow and shot it square into the mage’s forehead. 
 
    I stood there with the bow still held high in my hand and listened to my breathing. I could hear my heartbeat in my ears, my stomach felt suddenly very empty, and my chest heaved with the labored breaths I was suddenly taking. 
 
    James? I heard Amber’s voice in my head, and I blinked at the sound of it. 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered as I finally tore my eyes away from the frozen corpse of the mage. “Yeah, I’m here, sorry.” 
 
    Are you okay? Sid asked in her soft and gentle voice. 
 
    I let out a long, shuddering sigh and eventually nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” I assured them, and I instinctively glanced down at my hand. 
 
    Since defeating the twisted mage, my skill tree tattoo had leveled up, and now the branches twisted and snaked completely over my wrist and a little up my forearm. 
 
    I shook my head with a laugh at my new advanced statistics and then hurried across the dungeon chamber to the table the mage had been glancing toward. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” I answered with a heavy sigh. “Let’s see what information this guy really had, shall we?” 
 
    James, it’s okay to take a breath, Amber said to me in an understanding voice. It can’t be easy, killing someone like that. Even if he was kinda crazy. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m fine,” I promised them. “I really am. I just want to find out how this guy knew what he knew.” 
 
    I have to admit, it’s odd how he saw my bow and knew immediately what it was, Amber said in a morbidly curious voice. How would he know, unless he had some part in it? Or knew of someone or something that did? 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I replied as I started to rifle through the loose pages on the table. “Though he seemed pretty damn surprised when my arrows had powers, I don’t think he was expecting that.” 
 
    Then maybe he didn’t quite know everything, Amber mused. 
 
    He was probably just as much of a pawn in this as we are, Sid said in a glum voice. But still, he could give us a lead at least. 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for,” I murmured as I shuffled through the dogeared scrolls. “Let’s see if this guy actually had anything useful.” 
 
    Most of the pages on the desk looked like potion recipes or scribbles I couldn’t understand, so I immediately pocketed them to show to the Baron as proof of his demise, and to also give them to Harold the quartermaster who might have some use for them. 
 
    There was also a group of sketches made in rough charcoal, and I found one that looked identical to Amber’s bow. I also found one that looked like the sleek black pauldrons Sid was attached to, and I lifted the two drawings up to make sure the girls saw exactly what I saw. 
 
    Oh… Sid breathed. 
 
    Well, he definitely knew, Amber said. 
 
    “There’s more…” I muttered as I held up a sketch of a longsword, as well as a helmet that looked like it could match Sid’s pauldrons, and a dagger that looked like a magically-enhanced kunai blade. 
 
    Well, Sid, we definitely got a lead, Amber said in my mind. There’s more of us. 
 
    “Even worse…” I frowned as I held up a letter. “The Baron is definitely connected. That’s his wax seal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “I knew the Baron would’ve had some connection to what happened to you…” I murmured angrily as I stuffed the letters into my pockets. 
 
    There were several of them on the table, some from the mage and others from the Baron’s castle, but they all bore his wax seal, and they were all encoded in some way. I needed to take them back home to Brooklyn so I could use the power of the Internet to try and figure them out, plus the girls could give everything a proper look. 
 
    At least this gives us a lead, Amber reasoned in a placating voice. The Baron’s paying you at least, so we can continue to take his gold while we work out what the hell to do about it. 
 
    He might not even really know the extent of what’s going on, Sid added reasonably. 
 
    “Even with his wax seal being stamped on all these letters?” I frowned. 
 
    It doesn’t look like his handwriting, Sid explained. When I served at his banquets, the one thing he always insisted on was that he was to write the place cards on the table. 
 
    “So, you don’t think he wrote these letters?” I asked and let out a sigh of relief. “Thank god, I still wanted to get paid.” 
 
    He’s always been a very dismissive type of man, Sid replied with a chuckle. It’s below his responsibilities to investigate things. But this means we can. 
 
    “You’re right.” I sighed heavily and was suddenly very aware of the ache in my bones. “Let’s get the fuck out of here and go home.” 
 
    I tried not to think too much about the mangled body of the mage that laid in a heap somewhere deep in the dungeon and reminded myself how crazed he’d been. He would’ve died at some point, doing what he’d been doing, plus he’d known full well about the kidnapping and torture of girls like Amber and Sid, so he’d deserved everything I’d dealt to him. 
 
    But it still didn’t stop the weird twist in the pit of my stomach thinking about it. 
 
    You did what needed to be done, James, Amber said softly to me, as if she could sense my thoughts. Which she probably could. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I sighed again and ran a hand through my hair. “Just feels like every thought is heavy right now, my brain is going a mile a minute.” 
 
    Let’s go back home. Amber replied in the same gentle voice. You need to rest. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re most definitely right,” I chuckled, though there was barely any hint of humor in the sound. “Let’s see if Harold’s potion does what it’s meant to do.” 
 
    I made sure I’d pocketed the different weapon diagrams I’d found amongst the mage’s things, as well as all the coded letters that somehow implicated the Baron, and then I pulled Harold’s newest concoction out of my other pocket. 
 
    The swirling golden liquid looked similar to the portal beneath my cabin, and I wondered again whether there was a connection there, too. Whether Harold’s magic could be attributed to the fact there was a tangible pathway between my world and this one. 
 
    I decided I didn’t have the energy to think about it too deeply at this point, so I picked at the gold wax that had kept the vial sealed, popped the cork from the glass rim, and emptied the contents down my throat. 
 
    It tasted sweet and a little spicy, like cinnamon cookies during the holidays, and a gentle warmth spread across my chest as the magic flowed through every drop of blood in my veins. 
 
    I took a breath and envisioned the Baron’s castle, and then I felt my body dissipate from the mage’s dungeon room like the flame of a candle being gently blown out. 
 
    When I next opened my eyes, I was standing in the cool stone corridor just outside of Harold’s chambers. I decided not to disturb the old man, since he’d probably be snoring into his straw pillow at this time of the night, and instead set off through the castle toward the Baron’s throne room. 
 
    Despite the hour, the Baron was still slumped casually in his tall velvet-covered throne with a goblet of wine dangling in one hand, and the grin on his face was sickly sweet when he saw me approaching. 
 
    “Sir James Miller returns!” The Baron clapped his free hand against his thigh like an excitable child. “Successful, I hope?” 
 
    “Of course.” I bent my back in a half-bow and shot the Baron a humorless smile of my own. “The mage is dead. I’ve come to collect payment before I retire for the night for some much-needed rest.” 
 
    “Both being your rightful rewards, indeed.” The Baron nodded quickly. “The quartermaster fetched me your gold before he himself retired to his bedchambers. He had faith in you, he told me, so I think he had an inkling you’d be returning to Hadden successful.” 
 
    “Well, he was correct.” I kept the smile forced upon my face. “I’d be glad to receive my reward, so I can retire for the night myself.” 
 
    “Do you have proof, Sir Miller?” the Baron asked shrewdly. “Before I hand over this almost extortionate amount of gold to you.” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” I smirked and pulled the many scrolls and hand-scribbled spells I’d stolen from the mage out of my pocket. “I stole these from the mage when I defeated him. I thought Harold could put them to use.” 
 
    The Baron nodded approvingly, and then he motioned a lazy hand so a guard immediately hurried forward holding a far bigger pouch of raw gold than I’d ever gotten from the Baron before. I took the bag from the guard with a tight smile, half-bowed to the Baron again, and hurriedly took my damn leave with his laugh echoing around the great hall as I left. 
 
    Nearly home, Amber whispered in my mind as I hightailed it out of the castle and set off back toward the dungeon in the hills. 
 
    I just nodded and kept my focus on putting one foot in front of the other as I finally dipped into the cool quiet of the trees. The closer I got to the sanctuary of the cabin, the closer I got to the portal that would take me back home, and the quicker my walking became until I was almost half-jogging my way through the trees to get to the forest cabin. 
 
    I heaved the secluded shutters open so I could descend the chilly stone staircase into the dungeon, made sure to put my remaining potions on the shelf inside my closet, and then stepped through the rippling golden portal. 
 
    As soon as my dorm room materialized around me, Amber appeared at my side while Sid slid off my back with a soft sigh, and I immediately felt the tension in my shoulders relax. 
 
    “Hey,” Amber said as she placed both of her hands on either side of my face and coaxed my head up so she could look at me. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said with a soft smile, and the grin grew wider and more genuine as I looked deep into the blue ocean of her eyes. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m alright, I promise,” Amber breathed, and I could tell she desperately wanted to kiss me, like she always did when she regained her physical body, but she held herself back for Sid’s sake. 
 
    The room was silent, but only for a brief moment. 
 
    “Kiss him.” I suddenly heard the black-haired woman say from in front of us, and we both turned at the sound of her quiet voice. 
 
    Sid stared at us, and somehow her black eyes were even darker than they usually were, and I felt a twist of something deep in my abdomen as she looked at me. 
 
    “You should kiss her,” Sid repeated quietly. 
 
    “I agree,” Amber murmured, with her hands still playing with my hair at the base of my neck. “I think you should kiss me.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice, by either of them, and I let Amber coax my face down so I could finally press my lips up against hers. 
 
    She immediately sighed into me the moment our lips touched, and I heard a soft intake of breath as Sid watched us. Which in and of itself was almost unfairly sexy, and it forced my kiss with Amber even deeper. 
 
    I pulled the redhead close to me so that every inch of our bodies was pressed up against the other, and our chests moved together as we fought for breath. Amber caved first and reluctantly pulled away so she could giggle breathlessly, and she looked across the room at where Sid was still staring at us. 
 
    Amber gently disentangled herself from my arms and slowly walked across the room toward Sid, who followed her with her huge black doe eyes. Then Amber walked a little ways past her so she could lean across and half-whisper into Sid’s ear. 
 
    “Do you want to kiss him, too?” she asked the black-haired woman in a throaty voice. 
 
    Sid just locked eyes with me without answering, but her head bobbed up and down in the smallest of nods, and Amber hummed appreciatively in her ear. 
 
    I watched with suddenly hungry eyes as Amber took Sid by the hand and gently led her across the room toward my bed, and then the redhead lifted one hand up so she could crook her finger toward me in a wordless command to approach. 
 
    And it was probably the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    I didn’t waste another second and crossed the room in two quick strides so I was standing directly in front of the two of them. Sid’s pale skin was already flushed, and I could see her breathing was ragged where it stuttered in her throat like a hummingbird’s wings. 
 
    Our eyes locked, though I could still see Amber in my peripheral vision as she continued to whisper in Sid’s ear. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she purred softly. “It feels right, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Amber looked at me from where she was still partly behind Sid and grinned widely as I watched her plump lips brush against Sid’s earlobe. 
 
    “Y-Yes…” Sid finally managed to stumble over the single word, but she said it with conviction as she kept her dark eyes fixed upon mine. “He’s my master, and… I… love him.” 
 
    “Then kiss him,” Amber said and then repeated herself after another beat. “Kiss him, Sid, it’s okay.” 
 
    I slowly extended my arm so I could brush my fingers against the pale skin of Sid’s shoulder, and the black-haired woman shuddered at my gentle touch. I continued to trace small patterns in her skin until I could then move my hand from her shoulder across her collarbone and toward her slender neck. I pushed my fingers across the softness of her skin until my fingertips were buried deep within her jet-black hair, and my hand cradled her face. 
 
    “I’m going to kiss you,” I told her softly as I ran the pad of my thumb along her jawline.  
 
    Sid didn’t answer verbally, just nodded as she continued to stare up at me with her big black eyes. 
 
    It felt like an eternity of waiting, but I finally pushed my mouth up against hers, just one quick motion before I pulled back again, and already Sid had leaned forward as I moved back. 
 
    “Oh…” she breathed, and our eyes instinctively met again. 
 
    She took a beat, and then Sid leaned bodily against me and wrapped her arms around my neck so she could kiss me again and much more energetically this time. 
 
    She tasted like milk and honey, and I let out a soft groan as I lost myself in our kiss. Then I felt Sid’s sudden intake of breath as I pulled her even closer against me, to the point where she could probably feel the growing bulge in the front of my pants. 
 
    I broke away from the kiss with a breathless chuckle but kept my hand wound up in her hair. 
 
    “That… Did feel good,” Sid admitted, and her cheeks were stained an adorable pale pink as she blinked up at me. 
 
    “Told you,” I heard Amber’s satisfied voice come from behind us, and I realized she’d gotten herself comfortable on the bed already.  
 
    I glanced over Sid’s shoulder to see the redhead stretched out on the bed and propped up on one elbow so she could watch Sid and I kiss, and her blue eyes blazed with anticipation when she realized I was looking. 
 
    “James…” Sid murmured breathlessly, and I brought my gaze back up to meet hers. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked as I kept my thumb on her jawline.  
 
    “I… I want you. I need you, I think, but… Amber…” Sid let out a shaky breath and then chuckled nervously. “I don’t know if this is, if we can…” 
 
    She flapped her hands about in a desperate motion, in a last-ditch effort to explain her very obvious trepidation, and I grinned down at her when I understood what she was getting at. 
 
    “It’s like Amber said,” I told the black-haired woman as I cradled her face in my hand. “It feels right because it is right.” 
 
    “It feels right for me, too,” Amber said from where she was laid out on my bed. “All of this feels right.” 
 
    “But it’s crazy,” Sid chuckled nervously. “I never thought I could… Feel like this…” 
 
    Her words trailed off into silence as I moved my thumb from her jawline to her bottom lip, and she let her warm breath fan out against the pad as I moved it along her mouth. 
 
    “So beautiful…” I murmured and smiled down at the black-haired woman I’d rescued from the otherworld. 
 
    “I want you,” Sid repeated the words again, but this time her voice was soaked in desire, and my dick twitched in my pants as she blinked up at me. 
 
    I took those three words and ran with them. 
 
    I pulled my shirt off over my head so my chest was bare and then slowly, gently, did the same for Sid. I pulled her borrowed t-shirt off over her head, and then I hooked my thumbs into the straps of her leather dress until eventually it laid in a pool at her feet.  
 
    She stepped out of the dress and stood in front of me, and I marveled at the sight of her pert breasts, flat stomach, and ample hips. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I repeated. 
 
    Amber had already done the same on the bed behind us, and I smiled at her as the redhead absentmindedly ran her fingers over her thighs and hip while she watched Sid and me. 
 
    Then I pulled Sid into a kiss again, and the feel of her velvet soft skin against my hands and my chest was enough to push my now rock-hard dick against my underwear and jeans, to the point where it was almost uncomfortable. 
 
    I pushed the mound in my pants against her, and Sid let out an involuntary moan at the feel of me. My hands traveled down her arms, over her slim waist and across the base of her stomach, until I slipped one hand down past her hip bones and between her legs. 
 
    Sid’s breath hitched in her throat as I slowly pushed a finger inside of her warm, tight opening, and I held her there just for a second so she could acclimatize herself to the sensation. Then her hand wrapped around my wrist to hold me there as she let out a long, shuddering gasp. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked softly, and she nodded as her eyes screwed shut with pleasure. 
 
    “Feels so good, James,” Sid whispered as her grip tightened on my wrist, and her head fell backward.  
 
    “Here?” I moved my finger inside of her to try and find that magic spot within her. 
 
    “O-O-Oh, yes, t-there…!” Sid groaned loudly, and she pawed at my wrist as her hips instinctively ground into my hand. 
 
    I used my thumb to circle against her swollen clit and slid another finger into her soaking wet pussy, and then I started to build up a rhythm. 
 
    Sid’s legs began to shake as I continued to kiss her, and it was all she could do to even keep her mouth against mine as I pleasured her with my hand. 
 
    I pulled my touch away from her and then very gently pushed my wet fingers into her open mouth, and she eagerly sucked her own sweet juices off my fingertips. 
 
    “Wow…” Amber breathed from where she was splayed across the bed, and I realized she’d also started to touch herself as she watched Sid and I. 
 
    “You gonna play along with us?” I asked the redhead with a smirk. 
 
    “Yes,” Amber gasped as she circled a finger over her visibly wet pussy lips. 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and then I moved Sid down onto the bed to join her. 
 
    Amber instinctively started to brush her free hand through Sid’s black hair, and I knew that’s exactly where she’d stay for the whole time I was preoccupied with the newest addition to our little group. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer, so I quickly unbuttoned my jeans and dragged both them and my boxers away from my legs until I was also completely naked, and my rock-hard cock was finally free. 
 
    Both women let out a soft gasp at the sight of it, and I felt the smirk pull at the corners of my mouth as I lowered myself down onto the bed in front of Sid. 
 
    I slowly pulled the pale-skinned woman’s legs apart and then ever so gently pushed my rock-hard cock against her opening.  
 
    Sid gasped at the feel of my dick against her pussy lips, and Amber continued to stroke herself as she watched the two of us with hungry blue eyes. I slowly slid my length inside of Sid, inch by inch, as deep as I could get myself, and then I held us there for just a sweet second. 
 
    She felt amazing, velvety and wet and warm around me, and I let out a long moan as I slowly started to slide in and out of her. 
 
    “Fuck, Sid, you feel so good…” I groaned as my hands gripped into the soft skin of her thighs, and she instinctively ground her hips back just at the sound of my voice. 
 
    “You feel amazing, James,” Sid moaned softly. 
 
    Then I started to pick up just a little speed but was careful to remain gentle as I slipped in and out of her, and her tight pussy pulsed around my dick as we rocked together on the bed.  
 
    I could barely bring myself to form words, and Sid was in the exact same position as we fucked slowly and gently. Her needy black eyes and plump swollen lips almost made me lose it there and then. 
 
    “So gentle…” Amber murmured from just above Sid, and I brought my hooded eyes up enough to watch the redhead touch herself in the same rhythm as how I rocked in and out of Sid’s warm constricting tunnel. 
 
    I could feel her soaking wet pussy grip around me as I moved in and out of her, and I arched my own hips up as I thrusted, so the very tip of my dick suddenly discovered that spot deep inside of her very core. I hit it over and over again, and Sid started to mewl helplessly beneath me as her pleasure grew. 
 
    “Oh, James, I… Something is, I… Oh, gods, James, I’m gonna… Yes!” Sid grew louder and louder as I kept my pace up inside of her. “That feels s-s-so good, oh--” 
 
    She quickly shoved her hand against her mouth to try and muffle her moans as I kept slipping into her, but my dick kept hitting her G-spot over and over until she couldn’t hold it in any longer. 
 
    “Oh, god, yes, there, there, t-t-there…!” Sid bucked her hips as her orgasm finally hit her, and I immediately felt my own building at the base of my spine. 
 
    “Fill her up with your seed, Master.” Amber’s fingers quickened inside of herself as she watched Sid climax, and then suddenly all three of us were panting in unison.  
 
    “Fuck!” I growled, and I felt my own pleasure release as I finally exploded. My orgasm fired hot spurts of my seed deep inside of Sid’s accepting body, and we both moaned and muttered words of pure ecstasy for a full minute as her pussy tightened and milked me for everything I had. 
 
    The three of us laid there for a moment, out of breath and riding a high we didn’t know was even possible, until Amber’s breathless giggle finally broke the silence. 
 
    “That was… Something.” She pushed her hair out of her face as she finally pulled her fingers out of herself. 
 
    Then she caught my eye and made me watch as she slowly licked her own juices from the tips of her fingers, and I felt my dick twitch again. 
 
    Which Sid jumped at because I was still buried deep within her, and the black-haired woman giggled when she realized what the feeling was. 
 
    I slowly slid out of her with a groan and felt my cock twitch again before I pulled Amber over to me by the ankle. 
 
    “Don’t think I’m done with you,” I told the redhead with a mock growl as I pushed myself up between her legs. 
 
    We spent the rest of the night in our own world, our own little bubble of pleasure as I came inside each of them too many times to count, and I had no idea whether we’d been going for hours or days by the time we finally fell asleep. 
 
    There was a point sometime in the night that I found myself semi-conscious, with my limbs entwined between those of the two beautiful women who shared my bed, and I just couldn’t help but grin sleepily up at the ceiling. 
 
    I would have never bet anything like this would happen to someone like me, but the further I explored the magical dungeon world on the other side of my closet portal, the more it started to feel like a home away from home to me. 
 
    For the first time in my life, I finally felt like I belonged somewhere, and that was largely in part to the two gorgeous women I’d rescued from a fate worse than death. 
 
    We were bound together now, in mind and in body, and I fell asleep again with their bodies pressed against me while dreaming of the adventures we were about to embark upon. 
 
    And how I’d spend all the riches in my world. 
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