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Part One
ELVES AND LEASHES
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The day I met the elf didn’t start in any way that would suggest it was anything special. If you’d asked me, I would have said it was just another in a long line of shitty days that I’d almost convinced myself were normal.

I worked in accounting for a company that made its money by taking advantage of stupid people.

Capsulco was one of almost a dozen in the same family. Most of those companies just did business with each other. Buying and selling whatever ridiculous services they offered, with the occasional third-party client.

Capsulco specialized in “all-natural” supplements in pill form. One sister company was a bottling plant that made liquid versions of the same shit.

Every cubicle in every one of these companies had a mandatory copy of the autobiography of the owner, Hartman Witney-McGrath. And we were all expected to read it.

I honestly felt bad for whoever had ghostwritten that disgrace to the written word.

I’d read the first page one. That was enough to make me hate the fat, bald fuck on the cover. It took that long for him to claim he’d invented the concept of putting ground-up plants in gel capsules.

I’d been with the company long enough that my cubicle actually had walls tall enough for me to hide behind.

You’d think that would be a good thing, but it just meant my boss could sneak up on me without my noticing. He really liked to do that.

“Jamie,” the nasal voice of David, the aforementioned boss, interrupted my self-mandated hourly break.

I minimized my browser window so that only the spreadsheet I was supposed to be working on was visible.

I spun my chair and forced a smile. “What’s up, David?”

He narrowed his eyes. “How’s that report coming?”

“Great,” I told him. “Should have it finished for you by the end of the day.”

Truth was, I’d finished it thirty minutes after he’d requested it.

My advantage at that shit-hole company was that no one else seemed to know how to run reports on our software. Everyone else just did manual calculations in spreadsheets. I ran a report and then just copied and pasted into a spreadsheet. The pasting took most of the time.

I lived in fear of the day anyone else figured it out and I would be expected to deliver more than a few reports a week.

“Good,” David said. “Hartman is expecting the financials first thing in the morning.”

Just the sound of the owner’s name put me on edge. I ran the reports, so I knew how much Hartman’s monthly check was, while I made barely enough to pay rent on a studio apartment in the bad part of town.

“Oh yeah, don’t worry, I’ll have it done,” I answered, trying to keep my distaste out of my voice.

David held eye contact for a few seconds too long as he slowly nodded his head, waiting for me to re-acknowledge what I’d just said.

“I will send it as soon as it’s done,” I said.

He kept waiting.

“I can push and have it done in an hour,” I added.

He seemed to like that answer. He finished his nod and left the cubicle.

“Fucker,” I muttered as quietly as I could, while still satisfying the need to say it out loud.

I made sure to set a timer so I could email David exactly five minutes after the promised hour.

Eventually, the workday ended, and I could stop pretending to work.

I didn’t own a car, what with the ridiculous cost of rent, and my company’s inability to pay a decent wage. Luckily, the city had a respectable public transit system.

Just like every day, Mrs. Hopkins was in her usual seat. I returned her friendly smile with a tired one of my own and sat down in front of her.

“How was your day, Jamie?” she asked me, voice cracking from seventy years of never saying no to a cigarette.

“Oh, you know, Mrs. Hopskins. Just the best.”

She patted my shoulder. “It’ll get better, I’m sure of it.”

My stop was just a few blocks from my apartment building. No one else ever got off with me. Couldn’t blame them, considering the neighborhood.

“Night, Mrs. Hopkins,” I said to the old woman as I rose to my feet.

She returned my farewell with a look of transparent pity. She was not happy that this young guy she had decided was a good kid lived in this part of town.

I loosened my tie as soon as I stepped off the bus and made my way toward my building. I untucked both my white-collared shirt and the tee I wore underneath.

I was passing the alley right before my building’s entrance when I heard the crashing of trashcans.

I stopped at the mouth of the alley and listened. There had been a stray cat down there a few times in the past month, and I’d been feeding it every time it showed up. Maybe it was back?

“Hello?” I shouted as I started back into the opening.

A voice called back in response, and I froze. I couldn’t understand it, but it was a woman’s voice, and I recognized panic.

I ran toward the voice. “Hello?” I repeated, this time not inflecting my voice for a cat.

“Help!” the voice cried out again.

I understood that word and picked up my pace.

A few steps later and my eyes adjusted to the dark of the space, and I saw the woman.

She was head and shoulders shorter than me. Her face was narrow with high cheekbones and framed by hair so pale it almost glowed in the gloom.

Her clothes looked like she was on her way back from a Renfaire. A pair of tight brown pants and a green bodice that looked like it was made from sewn together leaves. No shoes, though.

She held a hand to her abdomen, blood pouring from the wound she was trying to hold closed.

She looked at me with desperate eyes as green as any meadow. And as she did, the two large men on either side of her spun to face me.

They were identical. Ugly, bald, wide as a barn, with a cheap suit stretched almost to tearing across each of their chests.

“You want nothin’ to do with this, buddy,” the one on the right said, hand moving inside his suit jacket.

“The lady’s fine,” the other said, mirroring his twin’s movement.

I risked a look away from the brutes to the woman. There was no way I was leaving her alone, but my legs wouldn’t move.

Hers could, though. The instant the two men had turned away from her, she’d pushed herself away from the wall.

I hoped I could distract them long enough for her to run, but with how sluggish her movements were, I realized there was no chance of that.

She wasn’t running, though. From somewhere she’d produced a knife. Honestly, it was too big for me to call it a knife. A dagger, I realized. Long, and curved, and glowing with an inner light, white like a full moon.

She gritted her teeth, holding back whatever pain her injury was causing her, as she swung the weapon.

She moved so fast that I missed what had happened. But after I blinked, she was collapsing forward onto the ground as the two men fell backward against the wall, necks spouting dark blood.

I regained my ability to move and rushed forward. Not in time to catch her, but I dropped to her side and rolled her over.

I ripped my white shirt off and shoved it over the wound on her stomach, trying to apply as much pressure as I could.

“Are you okay? No! Of course not. Hang on, I’ll call an ambulance.” I blurted out as I tried unsuccessfully to get my phone out of my pocket.

“No,” her voice was forceful, and the hand that grasped mine was strong.

“I do not need whatever an ambulance is. I am here to find a man by the name of Jamie Beckett. He will assist me.”

I froze at my name. “I’m Jamie Beckett.”

A look of relief deeper than I could possibly comprehend at the time washed across her face.

“Take me inside, Jamie Beckett. I am here to save your life.”

❖

I couldn’t argue with that.

I helped her to her feet and draped one arm over my shoulders, taking all of her weight.

My skin burned at her touch.

“Who are you?” I asked as I half-led-half-carried her toward the door. I’d already forgotten about the two dead guys in the alley.

“You would not be able to pronounce my name.”

“Okay…”

“But you can call me Lilly, Jamie Beckett.”

“Just call me Jamie. How do you know my name?”

“I need to rest. Would it be acceptable if I told you in the morning?”

Talking seemed to have taken it out of her, and she leaned even more of her weight onto me as I led her up the stairs. The elevator hadn’t worked for a year or two at this point.

I fumbled for my keys when we made it to my door, and I pushed it open quickly once I was finally able to unlock it.

I hurried her to the couch and laid her down as gently as I could.

To her credit, her reaction to my shitty studio was just a quiet breath.

I went to remove my now blood-soaked shirt from her wound so I could inspect it, but she pushed me away.

“I will be fine by morning.”

Without any reason, I knew I could trust that she was telling me the truth.

“Maybe,” I answered. “But I still think I should at least clean and wrap it for you.”

She considered me with her meadow-green eyes before nodding.

I rushed to my tiny bathroom and pulled out my first-aid kit from under the sink.

When I returned, she was lying flat on her back and had pulled up her strange leafy shirt to reveal the wound.

I did my best not to stare at the perfect plane of her stomach.

She ignored my failure and removed the now completely red shirt to reveal the nasty gash on her stomach. It was ragged and irregular, and looked more like a tear than a stab or cut like I had expected.

“What happened?” I asked her. “And are you sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?”

“I had enemies back home. They tried to stop me from… I’m sorry, but I cannot tell you more yet.”

She refused to answer any more questions as I cleaned and bound her wound.

When I finished, she thanked me by squeezing my hand and smiling.

Her smile made me forget everything I had asked her.

“Um, let me get you a clean shirt. Hang on.”

I rushed across the room to the dresser next to my bed. I opened it up and grabbed the first shirt I could reach.

She had already removed her leaf-bodice-thing before I got back.

I’d expected I might be lucky enough to at least see a bra or something, but apparently the perkiness of the boobs was all her.

I kept my composure and handed her the shirt without tripping over myself, but I knew I had stared for too long at the dark raspberry-colored nipples that topped her perfect breasts.

She didn’t seem to notice as she pulled the shirt over herself and gave me another grateful smile.

“Please forgive me, Jamie,” she said, “but I need to rest if I am to heal.”

“Of course,” I stammered out. “Here, let me get you to the bed. It’s more comfortable than the couch. And I changed the sheets… recently.”

She accepted my help, and I walked her the very short distance from one side of the apartment to the other.

The one luxury I really allowed myself was my mattress and duvet. That bitch is goose-feather and luxuriant as hell.

She let out a surprised and satisfied sigh as I lowered her into the bed and pulled the blanket up over her.

She shifted under the covers for a moment, face twisting in pain, before she pulled her hand back up, holding her pants.

She looked embarrassed for a moment, an adorable red appearing on her otherwise pale cheeks. She awkwardly held the pants up to me, and I took them and folded them.

I put them on the dresser next to the bed and made sure they were at least within arm’s reach for her.

I didn’t know if she avoided all forms of underwear, but just in case she didn’t want to give me a show of that kind, I wanted to be a good host.

“I’ll just be right over there if you need anything,” I said, pointing to the couch.

She gave me another of her tired and grateful smiles, and my heart skipped a beat. I don’t think I could ever get tired of that smile of hers.

I turned the lights off for her before I made my way over to the couch and dropped onto it. I tried to be quiet as I did so. My usual routine was to sink in, sigh loudly, curse my ceiling, grab one of my controllers and fire up my game console. But there was a beautiful woman trying to sleep in my bed, and I couldn’t bring myself to disturb her sleep.

My stomach growled at me, and I realized I’d skipped lunch again.

I took the five steps to the kitchen as quietly as I could and opened the fridge. There were a couple slices of week-old pizza and some deli meat.

I checked the cupboard and cursed silently when I realized my bread was molding.

I checked the fridge again and was relieved to find the milk had not gone bad yet.

“Cereal it is,” I said to myself.

There was a creak from the bed, and I peeked over the fridge door. I was relieved to see Lilly had just rolled over. Her eyes were closed, and her chest was moving up and down with deep breaths. I had never seen anyone fall asleep that fast.

She’d pushed the blanket down off herself in the last five minutes, and I was relieved to see she was wearing panties.

Green, like her ruined shirt.

I forced myself to look away. Jamie Beckett could be accused of being a slacker or a loser, but I am not a creep.

I glanced back over the door, just to make sure I hadn’t woken her up somehow. This time, I noticed her ear.

I don’t know how I had missed it from the start. Probably something to do with the two big guys with guns. Then the blood. Then the casual nudity. But her ears were long and pointed.

She had to have been cosplaying an elf at a Renfaire, right? I almost convinced myself that was true.

I poured myself a bowl of cereal and ate it on the couch while I mindlessly scrolled through my phone.

It wasn’t that late, but I didn’t know what else to do, so eventually I kicked off my shoes and pulled off my pants before wrapping myself in the blanket I kept over the back of the couch.

I did not rest well, unfortunately. At some point, I heard sirens out the window behind the couch, and I remembered the dead guys. I then spent an hour or so checking the news on my phone to make sure I wasn’t a person of interest.

Then I remembered Lilly, snoring softly just feet away from me. When she’d pulled my shirt on, the fabric had clung to her, and I’d still been able to see the shape of her nipples. The color and size of raspberries.

I pushed that out of my mind and silently berated myself for being a creep.

Instead, I focused on the actually important question: Who was she? And how did she know my name? Were those ears real?

Eventually, I tired myself out with impossible to answer questions and passed out.

❖

When I woke up next, it was still dark out. But it was the dark of early morning. I must have got some sleep somewhere along the way.

I rubbed my face and debated whether I could force myself back to sleep for the next hour or two before my alarm went off.

“Are you awake, Jamie Beckett?”

My heart jumped into my throat at the sound of Lilly’s voice. I had somehow forgotten she was there.

I rolled over to stare at her and found her just inches from my face. She was leaning forward and studying me, eyes darting back and forth across my face like she was trying to memorize every crease and blemish.

Those same green eyes were sparkling with excitement as my own dull brown met them. They made me think of the reflection of leaves mirror-clear lake.

I had never had that image in my mind before, but now it was there and forever attached to this woman.

She stood up straight, a broad smile spreading. “You are awake,” she confirmed. “I was wondering how long you would sleep.”

“Sorry. Have you been up long?” I asked.

She shook her head, still grinning widely. “It is nothing to worry over. I was just watching you.”

“How long?” I asked again.

Instead of answering, she turned away from me. The motion was graceful, like a dance move. She just spun on the balls of her feet with seemingly no effort.

She walked toward the kitchen, stretching her arms over her head in the most catlike way I had ever seen. I did not fail to notice that her nipples were still visible through the shirt.

My shirt, which was long enough to cover her ass, lifted to give me another view of her green panties.

This time, I failed to look away. I had never seen an ass that amazing in my life. Round, smooth, perfect. She had a slight wedgie, and I quickly filed everything away before she finished her stretch and hid that glorious sight.

“You should rise and prepare for the day. We have much to discuss, Jamie Beckett,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder at me. She raised a hand and moved her hair back behind her ear, and I was treated to a clearer view. Long, slender, and pointed.

“Just Jamie,” I corrected her, not sure what else to say. “What do we have to discuss?”

“In time. Do you not have bodily functions you must attend to in the morning?”

I realized I really did have to piss. I went to remove the blanket from myself and realized I was in just my underwear and a T-shirt. And I was currently at something very close to full mast after spending a little too long staring at Lilly’s ass. I froze and looked up at her.

She was waiting patiently, the same wide grin on her face.

I wrapped the blanket around my waist and crossed the apartment that way.

I grabbed a pair of pants from a drawer before closing myself in the bathroom.

I had myself under control when I came back out and, thankfully, had pants on, since Lilly was stretching again.

She had the cupboard open and was putting something back inside, but her rear was on full display again.

This time, I let my gaze drift a little farther down. She had the legs of a runner. Muscled and toned. I hadn’t noticed just how many curves this woman had the day before.

My research trip ended on the floor. She was standing on tiptoe to reach whatever it was she was doing, and I found myself intrigued by the arches of her feet.

I swear to God, I am not a foot guy, but there was something about hers. The perfect shape of them.

“Like what you see?”

I snapped my eyes back up to her face. I could feel my cheeks burning red. “Sorry.”

She lowered herself from her stretch and turned to face me. She shook her head. She was still smiling, though it was smaller, shyer. The tips of her ears and her cheeks were the same shade of red I had to assume my face was.

“It’s okay. I was hoping you would find me attractive.”

“What?”

Instead of answering, she waved me over and pointed to one of the two chairs at my tiny table.

I obeyed, and as I sat down, she grabbed a large mixing bowl from the counter.

“What’s that?” I asked.

She placed the bowl in front of me and handed me a spoon. “Eat,” she ordered.

I stared into the bowl to find a formless gray mush. “What⁠—”

“Eat,” she insisted. She grabbed my hand and guided the spoon into the mess.

I hesitantly raised the spoon out with a healthy mouthful of whatever it was.

I looked from the gloop on the spoon to Lilly. From her clover eyes to her dagger ears and back to her eyes.

“Eat,” she repeated, voice softer. “Please.”

I took a bite and immediately spat it out. “What the fuck is that?” I demanded, pointing at the salty pile of awful.

She sighed. “You must swallow it. I know it tastes foul, but I need you to eat it.”

Her tone was so earnest I automatically scooped up an even bigger pile of mush and spooned it into my mouth. I swallowed without chewing and forced the gag back down.

I hadn’t even realized how tense she had been, but immediately she relaxed and seated herself in the seat opposite me, relief plain on her face.

Through gasping breaths, I repeated my question, “What is that?”

“Bread and salt.”

“What? Why?”

“So I can protect you.” She rose from her seat again and offered me a bow. “Jamie Beckett, you may call me Lilly. I am an elf of the Glade, and I have been tasked with protecting you. I offer you any service you may require of me.”

She looked up to meet my eyes, which unfortunately were locked on the perfect window the shirt collar provided.

She straightened, and as she did so, she lifted the shirt up over her head and let it drop to the floor.

Her tits weren’t huge, but by no means were they small. And as perky as I would expect from someone in her physical condition.

I let myself linger on her breasts for a moment, before moving my gaze down. I stopped at her abdomen. Her perfectly smooth and scar-free abdomen.

“Your cut,” I said, “it’s gone.”

“I told you it would heal,” she said as she took a catlike step toward me. “I am now fully prepared to meet any request you have of me.”

“Okay, that’s a lot,” I said, standing up. “First off, thank you.” I waved my hand up and down, indicating her form. “Second, how is it healed?”

She didn’t stop her approach until the berry tips of her tits were touching me. She looked up into my eyes. “I rested. That was enough.”

“Right. Okay. Uh, third question: elf? Glade?”

She nodded.

“And protect me from what?”

“I don’t actually know that yet,” she answered, and she sounded a little concerned about that. “But you have eaten of my bread and salt, so you are under my care, and we two are bonded.”

“Bonded?”

She blinked in surprise at that. “Yes. You are a Leasher, yes?”

“A what?”

She stepped back to get a better look at me, eyes narrowing suspiciously. “You are called Jamie Beckett?”

“Yes.”

“Son of James and Olivia Beckett?”

“How did you… Yeah, that’s me. What is going on?”

“You do not know what a Leasher is?” she asked.

“Obviously not. I’m sorry.”

She put a hand to her chin and paced back and forth for a few moments, mumbling something to herself in a musical language I couldn’t understand. Finally, she seemed to come to a decision and stopped and nodded to herself before turning to face me again.

She puffed out her nude chest and pointed at herself with a proud thumb before announcing, “Jamie Beckett, I am _-_-|_-__-. In your tongue I will be known as Lilly, and I have the honor of being your first Leash. Jamie Beckett, will you accept me and allow me to call you my master?”

When she said her actual name, all I heard was something reminiscent of birdsong. It was beautiful, but she had been right. I wouldn’t be able to say it.

“Wait,” I suddenly registered her entire statement, “Master?”

She stepped up to me again, a fierce smile spreading across her face as she closed the distance. “Would you like me to call you Master?”

I stepped back and held up my hands. “I still need you to explain what is going on.”

She stopped. “Of course. Please forgive me, Master.”

She moved past me, grabbing my hand as she went and pulled me over to the couch.

She sat me down before sitting down next to me. She pulled her feet up under herself so she could turn and face me fully.

“I will answer all of your questions as I am able. I will start with what a Leasher is. Please be patient with me as I try to explain. I will try my best not to confuse you. You are what is known as a Leasher,” she said.

“You’d said.”

“Please allow me to finish.”

“Sorry.”

“As a Leasher, you have the ability to bond with certain individuals. Beings with powers of one kind or another. These beings are known as a Leash.”

“You said we were bonded?” I asked.

“Correct. I am a Leash. Your first Leash.”

“Right, you said that.”

“I was sent here to help you. To protect you. To help you win the Game of Chains.”

“The what⁠—”

She raised a finger to silence me and kept talking. “My home, The Glade, is connected to your world. This connection was made by the gods of my world and yours so they could play the Game.”

“I don’t like the way you say play,” I said.

“You’re not wrong to feel that way,” Lilly said. “Many of us don’t agree with the game, either. But the rewards for playing can be incredible.”

“And those rewards are?” I asked.

Lilly jabbed me in the chest with a finger. Master Jamie, as a Leasher you have the ability to grow in power. For every Leash you obtain, your power grows, as will the strength of your individual Leashes.”

“So if I get stronger, you will too?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. But why me?”

“The Glade is home to powerful wizards. Elves that have mastered incredible divination magic. They foresaw the next round of the Game of Chains. Knew that a generation of Leashers was being created. And the elders of the Glade decided that we should attempt to participate this time.”

“Myself and several others were chosen to represent our home. Each of us had our fortunes told by a seer who managed to find our most compatible Leasher.”

“Okay, so a magic prophecy wizard found me for you? And how did you get here?”

A part of me knew I shouldn’t be listening to a word of this. That this woman was obviously crazy. But there had been her wound healing overnight. Her ears were not human. And, of course, her eyes. I couldn’t not believe her eyes.

“I traveled from the Glade to a place of doors. I have no other way to explain that. It was there I was attacked by wargs. I believe they may have been under the direction of another Leasher. Most likely trying to obtain more Leashes by force. But I was able to get through the door I needed. And I found you.” There was something approaching wonder in her voice when she said that last part. Like finding me truly was the greatest thing that had ever happened.

“I don’t really know what to think about all of this,” I said.

“But you believe me?”

“I do, yeah. I don’t know why, but I know you’re telling me the truth.”

“You feel it too, then. Our bond.”

“I do?”

She took my hand and placed it gently around her neck. Her breath caught as I touched her.

I could feel something. Nothing physical, but something. It was more in the back of my mind, but the sensation grew stronger as I gently circled my hand around her neck.

My heart was pounding against my chest as we sat there, saying nothing. Her hand was still on mine, a single finger gently running up and down the length of it.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of hers. Again, I saw only the clear reflection of leaves on a mirrored lake, and I wanted nothing more than to swim.

After a lifetime, she wrapped her hand around my wrist and guided my hand down to her right breast.

I cupped it, and she moaned softly. Her face and ears erupted red, but she didn’t look away from me.

“I am your Leash,” she said, voice soft, hungry, “and I will serve you however you see fit.”

I had a few good ideas for what she could do. That was when my morning alarm blared and freed us both from our self-inflicted trances.
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I should have taken a sick day. I mean, I had a naked elf ready and willing—practically begging—for me to do whatever I wanted.

But when that alarm went off the little capitalism slave in my head started shouting. I didn’t have any PTO left. I’d spent it all on the launch of a game I’d needed a few days to hundred percent.

Lilly, for her part, had seemed disappointed, but when I’d explained the situation, she’d taken a quick glance around the room, at the pile of empty beer cans, half-finished energy drinks, and just the whole thing, and had nodded.

“Money can be useful. If this is the only option you have for now, it is best not to lose it. We will finish our conversation when you return.”

I spent the entire bus ride to work considering the complete absurdity of my situation. Why was I not allowed to have sex with the smoke-show elf that so clearly wanted it?

I was fuming when I finally arrived at Capsulco. All my anger focused into a fine point aimed at Hartman Witney-McGrath when I stepped through the front door.

Behind the receptionist’s desk was a row of photos, including all the officers in the company, the board, and, most prominently, Hartman himself.

There was no one else arriving, and the receptionist was currently away from her desk, so I gave Hartman the bird.

I flipped that picture off a lot, but at that moment I meant it more than I ever had before.

“Hey, Jamie,” a coworker said as I passed on my way to my desk.

“Hey,” I replied, trying very hard not to sound like a kicked puppy.

“You okay, man?” he asked, obviously reading my mood.

“Sorry,” I told him. “Didn’t get much sleep.”

“Working on the ol’ KD ratio again?” he asked, laughing and shaking his head. “You gamers, man. No lives.”

I debated correcting him; instead, I just shrugged. “Yeah, you know me. Never have anything going on.”

I plopped into my seat, and he stood up to look at me over the wall. “Hey, dude, question for you.”

“What’s up?” I didn’t look up from my screen, just pretended to listen while I reluctantly fired up all the programs and spreadsheets I would need for the day.

“You know that chick you brought to the company barbecue last month?”

I froze at that and looked up at him. “Amber?” I asked.

“Yeah! The one with massive tits?” he whispered, cupping his hands in front of himself.

“Dude,” I warned. “She’s my friend.”

“Right, right. Anyway, you guys aren’t a thing, are you? I just broke up with my girlfriend and am in need of a rebound, if you know what I’m saying. I thought you might get me her number?”

Amber was my oldest friend. We’d grown up in the same neighborhood, had gone through high school and college together. I wouldn’t have graduated without her helping me along.

She was also hot as fuck. I’d spent years protecting her from creeps like this guy.

“Tell you what, I’ll ask her if she’s okay with it.”

“Yeah?” He grinned at me, apparently pretty confident with his chances.

He, of course, was unaware that Amber was also the person I vented to about work, and at the barbecue the month prior had specifically asked me to point out this coworker.

When I had, she’d pumped her fist. “Fuck yeah, I knew it. I can always pick the creeps out. You didn’t even have to tell me he bleaches his tips.”

“He doesn’t,” I said.

“Oh, but he did, dude, he did.”

Looking up at him now, I had to agree. This guy definitely had dyed tips at least a decade after it was cool.

“Yeah, I’ll ask. I should warn you, though, she’s kind of married to her job.”

He rolled his eyes. “What’s she do? Something lame, I bet.”

“She’s a journalist.”

“Oh yeah? She report on social media trends or something?”

“Crime.”

“Damn. That’s kinda cool.”

“She’s pretty cool.”

“I know! I talked to her a little last month. If I hadn’t been with my ex, I probably would have asked her out then.”

I knew for a fact that he had. Which is why the next time I spoke with Amber I would tell her this particular coworker had asked for her number so we could both gag and laugh about it.

“Any plans for the weekend?” I asked him, desperate to change the subject from my best friend.

“Oh, you know. Got some buddies coming into town, gonna show ‘em around. Hit up a few bars. Pick up girls, you know.”

How did guys like this still exist?

Eventually, I was saved by the nasally tone of David somewhere in the vicinity.

My cubicle neighbor dropped back down and began clicking and typing to appear busy.

I made my redundant report spreadsheet prominent and started filling in random cells.

It was the worst day of work I’d ever had. The eight hours took two weeks. Every minute I was thinking of Lilly and our conversation that morning. Of the shape and color of her. Of the insane claim that I was apparently a Leasher, something I still did not understand at all.

The only light in the endless tunnel of monotony and capitalist dread was when I texted Amber and told her the news.

Guess what?

What? Did you get fired!?

Dude, seriously?

Yeah

I wish… No. Remember Dyed Tips?

[image: face vomiting]

Cool, you do remember!

Did he get fired?

Again, I wish. No! But he asked for your number. Specifically mentioned how hot and stacked you are. Aren’t you so happy?

[image: nauseated face][image: face vomiting]

Anyway, expect a text or call sometime soon. I also gave him your address. Hope that’s cool.

Bitch, I will cut you. [image: kitchen knife]

I’m kidding. What are you up to? I’m wasting time until I need to send my report. Today is the slowest fucking day of my life.

Not much. Some uniforms found some dead guys pretty close to your place. Was working on a short piece about that. You see anything yesterday?

I stared at my phone for a long time before I answered. So long that she messaged me first.

Dude… Did you kill those dudes?

Hey, we’re ride or die, right?

Totally man. Only thing I’d ever betray you for is some good dick, and that has been in real short(ha!) supply lately, so you can be honest with me.

I may actually know something about that…

My phone immediately started ringing. The contact photo was of a pretty woman with two chopsticks sticking out of her nose and the drunkest face ever to exist. The name Amber Rivers would have displayed as well, but she’d changed it years ago to “That Bitch.”

I answered quickly before the second ring could draw any more attention to me.

“Hello,” I said, as quietly as I could so she could still hear me.

“Dude, are you serious?” She had a low and smoky voice that almost always comforted me.

“I can’t really talk right now,” I said, “but can I call you later?”

“Oh my God, you are serious. What the fuck, dude? You should have called me immediately. Like, the second you knew about it! We’re supposed to be ride or die, motherfucker!”

“I’ve kind of got a lot on my plate right now,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

There was a pause before she spoke again. “Are you okay? You sound stressed. And don’t use work as an excuse. I can tell when you’re dealing with real shit. What’s up? I was kidding about you killing guys. Did you kill those guys?”

“At work. Call later?”

“Bitch, you’d better call me. I’m serious. If you don’t, I will come find you. I know where you live.”

I smiled at that. “Okay. Um, look. I don’t want to bury the lead, but I have a houseguest currently. So⁠—”

“What!? Is Jamie Beckett finally getting some action? Or is this another one of your awful college roommates? Oh God, it’s Dave, isn’t it? No wonder you’re stressed. Alright, dude, I’ll let you go. But we’re talking later, okay?”

“Thanks, man,” I said.

❖

The day dragged endlessly after that. Until, blessedly, I was free.

I felt like I was walking on air the entire way to the bus stop.

Even Mrs. Hopkins noticed. “You seem to be in a good mood, Jamie.”

I grinned at the old woman. “You know what, Mrs. Hopkins? I am in a good mood today.”

“What’s her name?” she asked with a wink.

I returned the wink with a grin I knew had to look goofy as hell. “Lilly.”

Her grin spread. “I was joking! Oh, that’s wonderful news. She must be pretty to have you grinning like that.”

If she’d had her way, I wouldn’t have gotten off the bus until I’d told her everything about Lilly. I was only allowed to get off at my stop when I told her I would be meeting the young lady immediately. Then she practically chased me off the bus.

I walked with a little more pep than usual as I thought about the woman waiting in my apartment for me. The pep waned a little when I remembered she was apparently here to protect me. And was it weird that I’d accepted the existence of elves that quickly?

Nah, I’d always kind of suspected.

I had about a block to go, and thought now might be the best time to call Amber. As much as I loved her, I did not want her storming into my apartment that night. Especially not if I got my way and Lilly and I finished what we’d started that morning.

“Excuse me,” a rough voice cut through y thoughts as a rougher hand fell on my shoulder and stopped my movement.

I turned to find a large, muscled, ugly man in a suit. He looked upsettingly familiar.

It wasn’t either of the two men from the alley, but he looked so much like them that anyone could be forgiven for mistaking them.

“You Beckett?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, who are you?”

He reached into his breast pocket, and if he hadn’t been holding me in place with his other hand, I would have immediately started running. He didn’t pull out a gun, though. Just a slip of paper that I quickly realized was a photo of my face.

He held it up next to me to compare.

“What—”I started.

“It’s him.” He waved the photo over his head, and four more men who looked and dressed just like him surrounded me.

I glanced around at all of them, trying to find an opening. “Can I help you guys?” I asked. Hoping feigning ignorance would protect me. They couldn’t know I was involved with the deaths of their missing clones, could they?

“Where’s the girl?” The first guy asked.

“What?” I turned my full attention back to him.

The guy to his right repeated the question. “Where is the girl? We know you know. The elf.”

“The what now?” I did another quick glance around, hoping an opening had materialized in the few seconds since I’d last checked. But it was just a wall of polyester stretched over muscle.

“We know she’s here, and we know she found you. Tell us where to find her.”

Other people on the street were starting to take notice. No one was stopping to help, though. Most were either crossing the street to avoid the obvious conflict, or fishing out phones to record.

I looked at the men again and decided I didn’t like the idea of telling them anything. “You know what? I don’t think I will tell you.”

The five of them looked at each other, and matching malicious grins spread across all their faces.

All five reached inside their suits, and I knew my good luck had just ended as the guns came out.

The first guy aimed his gun at my head. “Honestly, dude, I was hoping you’d say that.”

The millisecond it took him to pull the trigger took forever. Every muscle in my body tensed in anticipation of my death.

And then the man was on the ground, bleeding from a knife wound in his neck.

Lilly had just snapped into existence, the smell of springtime flowers clinging to the surrounding air. In each hand she held a curved, silver blade that glowed with inner light. The same dagger she’d used to kill the two men the night before.

She had appeared, hanging in the air, already mid-slash. The blade in her right hand opened the skin on the first man’s neck like scissors through paper.

He fell without a sound, and she hit the ground in a classic superhero pose before lashing out with the two knives again.

She used the knife in her left hand to slice clean through the leg of another of the men. This one did scream in pain as his leg fell away from under the knee.

With her other hand, she stabbed the knife into the next guy’s groin. His scream was so high I almost couldn’t hear it.

She pulled the blade out in a spurt of junk blood and rolled back.

Without really thinking about it, I moved out of her way. She came up to a standing position, twirling around as she did, both blades flashing up, slicing through suit, flesh, and bone.

The last two men went down.

I stood in shock as the five men lay bleeding on the sidewalk. I looked around and saw that the rest of the people on the street were staring in horror. Even more than before had their phones out, either calling the police or recording everything.

Lilly stood there for just a moment, examining her work. She was wearing the same shirt from this morning—which was now covered in blood—but she had put her pants back on. Still no shoes.

“We should go,” Lilly said after taking a breath. The daggers vanished in a bright flash.

I looked from her back to the watching crowd, trying to figure out how we could possibly leave without being noticed.

“Don’t worry, Jamie,” Lilly said, reaching out and taking my hand.

That same smell of flowers that had been so strong when she first arrived filled my lungs. Then I was blinded by a flash of golden light, and we were gone.
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When I was finally able to blink the light away, I saw we were standing in my apartment.

“Whoa,” I said.

“Are you unharmed?” she asked, turning to face me she inspected every inch of me. Going so far as to lift up both my arms and run a hand up and down my sides.

“I’m fine. Just impressed. How did you do that? What was that?”

“You were being accosted by five men with weapons.”

“Yeah, I knew that part. Then you showed up and saved me. How did you do that?”

“You ate my bread and salt. That means if you are ever in danger, I will be there.”

“Holy shit… That’s kind of awesome. Wait! No! That’s not what I meant. Those guys were looking for you.” I pointed at her, a little more accusation in my voice than I intended. “How did they know who I was and how I’d know where you were?”

“All excellent questions.” She took my accusing finger and moved it away from her. “I don’t know how they knew who you are, but I’m not surprised they are aware of me.”

“Care to fill me in? I’m guessing they have something to do with last night?”

She led me by my finger to the couch and sat me down, taking her same spot from that morning.

“You know I am an elf.”

“Elf of the Glade, yeah, we went over that.”

“I’m impressed you remember that much. You were staring at my breasts for most of that conversation.”

My face flushed, but I pushed through the embarrassment. “I remember most of what we talked about. Does this have to do with me being a Leasher?”

She nodded. “You are not the only Leasher, as I said. There is an entire generation of you that has been chosen for this round of the game. I suspect those men work for another Leasher. As an elf of the Glade, I would be a desirable Leash.”

“Okay, but how did they know I would know, God, I have no idea what I’m saying anymore. You know what I’m trying to ask, right?”

“An experienced Leasher would be able to sense my arrival in this world. Or have a means in place to recognize a potential Leash. The more skilled or stronger a Leasher, the more likely they are to be able to do so.”

“I guess I can buy that for now. So, this guy, this other Leasher, can sense you?”

“He would have been able to up until we bonded. I am no longer a potential Leash, but an actual one. I am yours.”

“So he wouldn’t be able to sense you anymore?”

She nodded.

“So why come after me?”

“Likely to kill you so that I am once again a Leash candidate so he can claim me.”

The thought of some prick bonding Lilly made me furious. “Not happening,” I declared.

She seemed excited that I was so upset at that prospect. “I’m glad you want to keep me around, Jamie Beckett,” she said.

“Only been a day, but I’m definitely a fan. I don’t like the idea of some weirdo coming and bonding you.”

“Because I am yours.”

“I mean, it’s not that. I just get the feeling this guy would see you as property somehow. Especially if he’s willing to just pop me in the street.”

“Pop you?”

“Kill me, sorry.”

“Ah. Yes. Our bond would be broken, and he would be able to track me. That is likely how they found me last night. If I hadn’t been injured, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but, well, here we are.”

“So, you were trackable until we bonded?” I asked again, something dawning on me.

“Yes.”

“How reliable is this tracking? For instance, would he be able to narrow it down to a single building in the city? A single apartment?”

“Depends on how skilled he is,” her voice trailed off as she seemed to realize what I’d already figured out.

“We bonded this morning,” I said. “Even if it takes time or whatever, that’s an entire night for him to get closer. And they were already pretty close.”

“He has at least narrowed it down to this area of your city,” she added.

“Hence, the men with guns waiting for me.”

“We will need to leave this place.”

“And not just for that reason,” I said. “A ton of people definitely got video of you killing those guys. And I was just standing there like an idiot. That footage is going to be everywhere soon, if it isn’t already.”

“I do not understand.”

“I know. I’ll explain it later. Point is, we probably need to get out of here, like now.”

“I agree.”

I glanced out the window and was not at all surprised to see flashing lights down the street. The cops had probably arrived seconds after Lilly had teleported us out of there.

“How are we going to get out of here?” I asked. “They’re definitely going to have a perimeter up. And those guys knew my name. Maybe the cops do, too? Which means they already know where we are.”

“I can travel through the spaces between, as we did earlier. I cannot travel very far, but at least the same distance as before. If you can guide me through the city, we can get almost anywhere. At least,” she paused, blushing slightly, “I can do that a few times. Distances like that can be tiring. So I can’t take us as far as I’d like. But away from here.”

We didn’t really have time to debate it, so I decided that was the best plan. “I have a place we might be able to hide out for a little while. Would you mind packing some clothes and stuff for us while I make a phone call?”

She immediately jumped up, almost beaming at the fact that I had given her instructions.

I was about to tell her where I had a bag she could use, but she pulled out a duffel from under my bed and began pulling clothes from my dresser and shoving them in the bag. She’d apparently already cataloged everything in the room. I just hoped she didn’t know how to use a computer. I didn’t need her knowing my search history.

I pulled out my phone and dialed up “That Bitch.”

“Good job calling,” Amber said, smokey voice only a little irritated. “I was getting ready to drive over there and force you to tell me what’s going on.”

“Hey, Amber,” I started, “You still have that extra room?”

“What? Did you get evicted? Is that why you’re⁠—”

“Amber, I really don’t have time to explain over the phone. Would you be okay if a,” I paused, unsure of the word, finally I settled on: “If a friend and I crash there for a night or two? I have some stuff I need to figure out.”

She seemed to hear the desperation in my voice because she answered earnestly. “Fuck man, of course. You know you’re always welcome here. I’ll throw some pants on. See you soon?”

“Yeah, real soon. Thanks, you’re the best.”

❖

I hung up the phone and, just a heartbeat later, Lilly was at my side offering a packed duffel bag.

She had also found the time to clean herself of blood and change into another of my shirts.

“I packed clothing, as well as the healer’s pack you used on me last night, and some items I noticed you used to get ready this morning. I wasn’t sure what else beyond that.”

“That’s perfect. Thank you, Lilly. Anything else we need, hopefully Amber has something we can borrow. Maybe some clothes for you.”

“I am more than happy to continue wearing your clothes, Jamie.”

I looked over at her, and she was standing straight, hands behind her back, grinning broadly. She seemed thrilled with my thanking her.

I decided I was also more than happy with her wearing my clothes, especially if all my shirts hugged her tits like that.

“Okay, so how does this teleportation of yours work? How far can you take us with each jump?”

“As I said, about the distance we just traveled.”

“So, about a block. Okay. But you said it was limited?”

“For now. The stronger you grow, the more powerful I should grow. That should increase the distance I can travel.”

“That’s awesome. Okay. But you said the number of times is limited?”

She looked down at the ground, apparently ashamed of this. “I’m afraid so.”

“It’s fine!” I assured her. “Still awesome. But how many times a day? Or I guess, what’s the total distance you can travel in a day?”

“I can travel a total of one league.”

“How far is a league? Wait, I know this one! That’s about three miles. Okay! That’s fucking amazing! You can move up to three miles that way? Do you have to wait at all between each use?”

She looked up again, face flushing from the praise. “No wait at all. I just can’t push that far between at once.”

I didn’t really understand her terminology, but I could work with three miles, even if it was just a block at a time.

“Oh man,” I said, excited for what was about to happen. “Superhero time.” I pointed out the window to a building on the next block over.

“Think you can get us on the roof of that building?”

She stepped up next to me and followed my finger. “Yes, that is within my range.”

“Sick.” I reached down and grabbed the bag. “How do we do this?”

She wrapped me in a tight hug. “Just like this.”

And the world smelled like a meadow in spring as she teleported us out of my crappy little apartment.

It took me a few minutes after every jump to get my vision back and to get my bearings enough to direct us to Amber’s neighborhood.

In the end, it still took less time than it would have taking the bus.

We waited until the sidewalk in front of the entrance was open, and I had Lilly jump us right in front of the door. I really hoped there were no cameras catching that angle.

I pushed the button for Amber’s apartment and held it for a few seconds.

“Hello?” Amber’s voice asked.

“It’s us,” I answered.

The lock disengaged, and Lilly and I hurried inside.

Amber was on the third floor. After a little debate, I decided we’d take the elevator. Even if there were cameras, there might be some on the stairs too. I was just going to hope Big Brother’s reach hadn’t extended to where anyone would scour random security tapes to find us.

According to Lilly, the other Leasher couldn’t track her anymore, and we were far enough from my neighborhood that the cops wouldn’t have any reason to be looking for Lilly here. At least, that was my justification for not climbing three flights of stairs.

I knocked on Amber’s door and waited. The light behind the peephole vanished for a second, then there was the sound of her chain and locks.

She flung the door open and glared at me with her piercing blue eyes.

Amber was a little taller than Lilly. While the elf’s head came to my chest, Amber made it to my chin.

Her dark brown hair, long enough to reach her ass, was pulled up in its usual haphazard bun.

Even in the baggy sweater she was wearing, it was obvious that Amber was stacked. Her biggest complaint in life has always been back pain.

I knew that underneath the sweater she had a great figure. A waistline she worked very hard to maintain and an ass that filled out her jeans very nicely.

But of course, she was my best friend, and I only had those thoughts as observations and never lust.

Though I would have offered my right eye to see everything the sweater hid.

“Jamie?” she demanded, “Are you okay?”

“I will explain everything as soon as we’re inside.”

“Right. Come on in.” She shifted to the side and eyed Lilly suspiciously as we let ourselves in.

“Hi, I’m Amber,” she said to the elf.

Lilly glanced at me before answering. I had explained who Amber was to her as we’d teleported across the city. She had asked a lot of questions. Mostly about the status of our relationship, whether I was promised to her. Stuff like that. I’d assured her we were just friends.

“You may call me Lilly,” the elf answered after a slightly too long pause.

“And you’re Jamie’s…” she looked between the two of us so we could finish the thought.

“I am his, yes.”

Amber’s brows knitted together at that.

“It’s really complicated,” I hurried. “I’ll explain everything, but you gotta promise me you’ll just take it all at face value.”

“Sure,” Amber said, studying Lilly’s face. “Are those ears real?”

“These are my real ears, correct,” Lilly said, standing up as straight as she could. Which was surprisingly straight.

“Holy shit, are you an elf?”

Lilly blinked at that and looked over at me. “She’s smart. I had to inform you of my heritage.”

“He always has been a little slow on the uptake,” Amber said.

“Hey, why’s everyone ganging up on me?” I demanded.

Amber grinned wickedly and gave me a wink. “Builds character.”

“I will allow you to explain the situation,” Lilly informed me before marching off to explore the apartment. “This is much nicer than our home, Jamie,” she announced before she had even made it a few feet.

“Our?” both Amber and I said in unison.

Lilly stopped her inspection of the arguably very nice space to consider me. “Yes. I am your Leash. What is yours is mine.”

Amber’s brows were now raised all the way up as she looked back and forth between the two of us. There was the start of an incredulous smile on her face, but, to her credit, she didn’t say anything.

“I thought it was like a master-servant relationship?” I said, hating myself immediately for how I knew that sounded to Amber.

Her silent “What the fuck, dude?” confirmed I was right.

“A Leash is much more than that,” Lilly said, marching back over to me, her tone a little heated. “Yes, I can fill that role. If you asked it, I can perform domestic labor. I am more than happy to add those to my responsibilities. But I am also a companion. A friend. I am whatever you need me to be.” She took my hand and placed it on her throat again. “But you are also responsible for me. For my safety, as I am responsible for yours. You must provide for me so that I can fulfill my duties as Leash.”

“Lilly, are we married?” I asked.

Amber had backed away from us and sat down on the bench she kept by her front door. I could practically see her mentally shoveling popcorn into her mouth as she watched our conversation.

“Married?” Lilly repeated, her voice going higher than I had heard it, her cheeks and ears turning the darkest shade of red yet.

“So not that,” I said, trying to move past her embarrassment.

“If… if that is what you want, our relationship can be like that.” She started to move my hand back down toward her breast, but I was too keenly aware of Amber, and gently freed myself from her grip.

I chose not to address that particular issue at the moment and instead turned to Amber. “Okay, there is a lot to explain.”

“Oh, you can say that again, my guy. Why wasn’t I invited to the wedding?”

I ignored her statement and pushed on. “To make sure you believe everything I tell you, I am going to have Lilly make a demonstration.” I turned to Lilly, who hadn’t moved from her spot and was staring at her hand.

“Lilly?” I said, and she jumped back to the present with a start.

“Yes?”

“Can you teleport across the room, please?”

“What the hell are you doing, man?” Amber said, rolling her eyes. She froze when Lilly vanished from her spot and appeared in the kitchen.

“Wildflowers,” Amber whispered to herself before shouting, “Wait! Oh my God, you’re really an elf!”

Lilly offered a curtsy, spreading out my shirt like a skirt. “As you previously stated, it is so.”

Amber spun on me. “You found a hot elf girlfriend and didn’t tell me? I am even madder than I was before!” She punctuated each word with a punch to my chest or arms.

“What does hot mean?” Lilly asked.

“It means she thinks you’re attractive,” I said.

Lilly blushed at that. “Oh. Thank you, Amber Rivers. You are very, um, hot, yourself.”

Amber froze mid-punch. There was a little bit of a blush there, but she held her composure. “Thank you, Lilly. You can just call me Amber. Okay. Why don’t you two tell me exactly what the fuck is going on?” She sounded way too excited.

❖

Amber interrupted with questions a lot as I explained what had happened over the last two days.

Lilly would chime in to answer the questions I got wrong. Turns out I hadn’t been able to remember as much as I thought I had while she’d had her tits out.

At some point in my story, Amber had moved to the floor so she could stare at her ceiling.

“Okay,” she said, pointing at Lilly from her spot on the ground, “mind if I go over a few things again?”

“Of course,” Lilly said from her perch on the island that divided kitchen and living room. She had made a full lap of the apartment, including both bedrooms and the, compared to mine, massive bathroom. She had decided the counter was the best seat.

“I think I get most of it,” Amber said. “Like that you’re from the Glade. Weird gods playing a messed up game. I’m still foggy on why Jamie.”

“Prophecy wizard,” I said. Since the couch had been left vacant, I had claimed its entire length.

“I was asking Lilly, my guy,” Amber told me, pointing her other hand at me. “Shush.”

“Jamie is correct, though. Even if his word choice is strange. An oracle predicted the shape of the game. Found who would be born a Leasher. And based on the reading, determined that Jamie, of all the options, would be my most compatible match.”

“Right.” Amber rolled over onto her stomach and stared intently at Lilly. “Compatible how?”

Lilly flushed red from neck to forehead at that one.

“Cool, say no more.” Amber rolled onto her side and pointed at me. “I don’t know how the prophecy wizard knew, but you better take good care of that smokeshow. Or I will find you and cut you.” She mimed stabbing.

“Okay, I guess my last question is for all of us more than you guys. But who do we think this other Leasher is?” she asked.

“Some rich prick,” I answered.

“Why you say that?” Amber asked.

“I’m also curious,” Lilly added. “Why would you assume he has wealth?”

“You saw those creeps he sent after you. And me, I guess. All identical? Suits, guns? Willing to just blow my brains out in the middle of the road? Only dudes with money do shit like that.”

“In movies, maybe,” Amber countered.

I raised my eyebrows at her in a silent, “Oh? That so?”

“Okay, so rich guys think they can get away with a lot,” she conceded.

“And do get away with a lot,” I finished.

Amber had her phone out and was searching for something.

She sat bolt upright. “Holy shit, you weren’t kidding.” She held the screen toward me.

I leaned closer to get a view. It was a video of Lilly’s fight with the five guys in suits. The quality wasn’t great, probably an older phone, or just compressed to hell, but I could still make myself out, standing by lamely as Lilly fought like a badass against the five brick walls disguised as men.

“Same as the guys that she killed yesterday?” Amber confirmed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Definitely looks like a uniform of some kind. Maybe private security? Organized crime isn’t out of the question either. Mob or something?”

She was talking to herself more than us as she lay back down and scrolled through the comments on the video. “Looks like a lot of people are assuming it’s some sort of publicity stunt for a movie. PD hasn’t made any sort of statement yet, either. That’s weird… I have a contact at the station. Maybe I can ask about it? Figure out who paid those guys?”

She sighed before dropping her phone onto her chest. It looked comfy there.

“You guys hungry?” she asked after a few moments of silence.

“I could eat,” I said.

“I am ravenous,” Lilly said. “All Jamie had in our apartment was moldy bread and some stale squares that smelled of cinnamon.”

“You don’t like the toast crunch?” I asked.

“Please,” Amber said, rolling her eyes. “You bought store brand; don’t try to fool anyone.”

“So? Made in the same place, dude.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Amber pushed herself up. “You should be ashamed of yourself. Not making sure this image of beauty didn’t have food before you ran off to a job you hate.”

Lilly blushed again, but didn’t agree with Amber or come to my defense.

I didn’t deserve a defense, though. “You’re right. Lilly, I owe you an apology. I didn’t even think of that this morning. I’m sorry.”

“I forgive you.” She said it with such sincerity that I actually felt worse.

Amber pushed herself to her feet and stretched. “I could go for some pizza. We want chain or greasy Mark’s?”

“My vote is Mark’s if I can get a calzone. Fucking love their calzones.”

“I do not know what you are talking about, so I will bow to your expertise,” Lilly said.

“I’m getting you a calzone, girl,” Amber declared to Lilly. She picked up her phone and started dialing.

While Amber was placing our order, I had a thought. “Hey, Lilly?”

“Yes?”

“When you fed me the bread and salt, where did you get the bread?”

“Our cupboard.”

One less than thirty minutes wait later, the three of us were sitting at Amber’s island. Lilly was still perched on top of it, grinning wildly as she tore into her Calzone.

“How is it?” Amber asked while she poured pepper flakes on the pizza she’d ordered for herself.

“Amazing,” Lilly said, mouth full.

“I don’t know why, but I expected you to have table manners,” I said.

“Why would a table require my good manners?” Lilly demanded.

“Glade don’t have classism, it seems,” Amber said.

“What?” I asked.

“Etiquette is just bullshit classism. Something the upper class used to differentiate themselves from the lower. As someone who hates rich people as much as you, I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”

“Makes sense, I guess,” I conceded.

“Anyway,” Amber continued, “what’s your plan?”

I shrugged. “I guess I’m hoping that after a day or two we can make sure Lilly and I aren’t on some most wanted list, then figure it out from there.”

“Sure. But she, at least, is definitely a wanted criminal now.”

“I am?” Lilly asked.

“Killed five dudes in broad daylight, babes. And it was recorded. Do me a favor and stay away from any windows while you’re here. I do not need any neighbors seeing you.”

Lilly agreed before shoving another steaming piece of calzone into her mouth. She let out a cry somewhere between pain and delight as she breathed in and out quickly trying to cool it.

Amber laughed as she skipped to the fridge and pulled out some bottles of beer. “I got you, Lilly, hang on.” She popped the top off the first on the counter and handed it to Lilly. “Cool your mouth off with that.”

“Ale?” Lilly asked, excited at the sight of the beer.

“I do not know enough about beer to tell you that,” Amber answered. “I just know it tastes fucking amazing with a pizza.”

Lilly poured the cold liquid into her still full mouth and grinned in appreciation.

I accepted the bottle offered to me and took a swig. Ice cold and perfect. “Thank you, Amber. You truly are a goddess.”

“Never forget it, bub.” She swigged her own beer. “Seriously, though. Your plan, Jamie. You gonna go into work on Monday? What about your apartment? Sounds like you and Lilly need to head out on a quest to become the very best. You have a plan for that?”

“Honestly, haven’t really thought about it,” I admitted. “What do you think, Lilly?”

She wiped her mouth with her arm. “You need to find more Leashes. Only then will we be able to grow in power.”

“Okay, but how?” I asked.

“You should be able to sense them,” Lilly said, “though, I admit, it is likely your range for that is minimal. But you will have to learn how to sense and track Leashes. Eventually, you may even be able to sense their power level. Once you are experienced enough.”

“And once he finds them, what? He forces them into it? Asks nicely?” Amber asked.

Lilly shrugged. “It can be fairly abstract, honestly. It varies Leasher to Leasher and Leash to Leash. Some Leashes require the Leasher to overpower them. To prove they are worth following. Others, like myself, can decide for themselves. When I fed Jamie my bread and salt, that was the attaching of the leash.”

I fought back my gag at the thought of the bread and salt.

“There could be any number of methods. Something like an oath between the Leasher and Leash, or a promise, or, as Jamie said before, a wedding might even be required if that is what the Leash deems necessary.”

“He did bring up marriage, didn’t he?” Amber said, elbowing me in the ribs. “Never got an answer. You gonna make an honest woman out of her, Jamie?”

“If that is his wish,” Lilly answered, avoiding eye contact as she took another bite of her food.

Amber seemed to enjoy the moment of awkward silence between Lilly and me, but eventually spoke again. “What do you recommend we do to find his next Leash?”

“If you’d like, you could become his next Leash.”

“Is that allowed?” Amber asked. “I don’t have any magical abilities or anything.”

“That doesn’t matter. It’s not uncommon for a Leasher to leash their loved ones. It is not even unheard of for those Leashes to obtain skills or powers as the Leasher grows their own strength.”

“How would that work?” Amber asked. “How would we make it official, like you said? Cause I don’t think I want to marry the guy.”

“That’s up to you two,” Lilly said.

“I’ll have to think about it,” Amber said.

Neither of them said anything else, and we sat in silence for a while, eating and drinking.

“This is nice,” I said finally.

They both looked at me, apparently surprised that I would dare break the contemplative silence.

“I’m serious,” I said. “I’m here with my two favorite people. My best friend, and my new, magic maybe-wife. Just nice.”

“I’m one of your favorite people?” Lilly asked, her voice squeaking again.

“I know I only met you a couple of days ago, but yeah.”

I wasn’t exaggerating either. I was starting to believe those prophecy wizards, because everything this woman did made me like her more.

Amber ribbed me in the elbow again. “Well, you’re one of my favorite people, too. If not my favorite. And, Lilly? I’m definitely growing fond of you too.”

She stood from her stool and walked back toward her bedroom. “Lilly, you can take the spare room. Up to you if Jamie’s joining you or not. Otherwise, you’re on the couch, big guy. You may have tomorrow off, but I have a feeling I’m going to have a busy day tomorrow.”

“Busy how?” I asked.

She yelled her answer from down the hall. “I’m going to do your work for you and figure out who your rich prick is.”
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I insisted Lilly take the spare room, and I took the couch.

I turned Amber’s TV on to a nature documentary and turned the volume down enough that I couldn’t really hear the words, just the shape of them, and promptly passed out.

I woke when I felt a pressure on the couch with me and I sat up to find Lilly sitting at my feet and staring at me. She was wearing just a shirt and her panties, with her legs folded up underneath her.

She smiled when she saw I was awake and waved nervously.

“Hi,” I whispered. “Can’t sleep?”

“I don’t really need sleep,” she answered. “Only when I need to heal.”

“Oh, wow. Must be nice.”

“It makes it easier to watch over you when necessary.”

“Can’t argue with that,” I said.

“How are you doing?” she asked, suddenly crawling forward until we were face to face.

“What do you mean?” I asked, trying to keep my excitement under control.

“I realize it has likely been a stressful few days for you. I understand constant life and death battles and the accompanying trauma can be hard for some people.”

I thought about that and realized that, yeah, I kind of was freaking out. I’d just managed to let myself be numb to it for the last little bit. “Honestly? Yeah. I’m a little freaked out. I mean, I’ve watched you kill seven guys now. Guys who wanted to kill me, so I’m definitely grateful you did it, just… Yeah, like you said. Not the norm for me.”

“I’m sorry. And you’re welcome.” Her hand trailed up my chest to my throat, stopping at my mouth. She pressed a gentle finger against my lips.

I kissed the finger, and a sudden smile burst across her face.

“Any way I can thank you?” I asked her.

“Only if you let me help you get over the stress of having to take care of me these last few days.”

Without my prompting, she shifted enough that she could push my blanket to the floor. Then she moved her hand back down my chest and to my crotch.

My cock immediately reacted.

The corner of her mouth tilted up in a smirk.

With one of her legs, she swung me out so I was sitting properly on the couch, and she dropped to her knees on the floor between my now-spread legs.

Without looking away from my face, she removed my cock from my pants.

Her hands were smooth and warm as she ran them up and down the length of my dick. I had thought I was already hard, but I had been mistaken.

She looked down at the twitch from my penis and gave an appreciative gasp.

She bent down and gently kissed the tip before opening her mouth and taking me in.

She moved slowly to start. Up and down, just the tip at first, then more and more of the shaft, up and down, until her mouth was wrapped around the base.

I let out an involuntary moan, and in response she flicked the underside with her tongue.

I did my best to hold in the grunts of pleasure at first, but every time one escaped, she moved faster, so I just let them go.

I still tried to keep my voice down. Last thing I wanted was for Amber to walk in on this. But the thought of maybe getting caught just made this so much hotter.

I felt my body tensing, and I knew I was ready to release the buildup. I honestly didn’t even know how long it had been since I’d ejaculated.

She stopped when she felt me tense up and slowly pulled her mouth up my shaft. She looked up at me with those springtime eyes and asked, “Do you want me to finish?”

I growled my wish, that, yes, I would very much like that to happen, please. “Fuck yes.”

She rose to her feet, pulling her shirt up over her head as she did so, once again giving me the glorious sight of her perfect breasts and the two tastiest looking berries I had ever seen.

She still had the shirt around her face when I reached up and pulled her onto my lap.

She gave a small gasp of surprise that turned into a moan as I cupped her right breast and pulled the tip into my mouth.

I bit down on the nipple, and it was sweeter than any raspberry. She let out another gasp of pleasure.

She finished removing the shirt and threw it to the ground before placing a hand on either side of my face and tilting me up to look at her.

“Do you want me to call you Master?” she asked, her voice husky with desire.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I pushed her off my lap and onto the couch next to me. She landed on her hands and knees. She knew what I was after and arched her back so her ass was farther in the air.

I grabbed her legs and spread them apart. I didn’t bother to take her panties off. Just shifted them to the side. I took a moment to enjoy the new sight. Her pussy was already wet. Lips spreading themselves in anticipation of what was to come.

I leaned forward and tasted her. She had showered while I was at work. I could smell my soap on her, but the taste was all her. This was a salt I didn’t mind.

She gasped in surprise, more loudly than either of us would have liked. She buried her face in a couch cushion, and bit down into it, trying to keep silent.

She had to work hard not to make too much noise as I ate her out.

It took less time than I had expected, but she pushed me back and away.

She was staring at me over her shoulder.

“Please,”she whispered, “please fuck me.”

I rose from my meal and pulled her closer to me. She yelped softly as I found my position and guided myself inside.

She was warm and soft, and I am not ashamed to admit that being inside her made me feel safer than I had in a long time.

“Fuck,” I growled, just holding myself there for a moment.

That wasn’t good enough for her, though, and she began moving herself, moaning into her pillow the entire time.

I began to thrust. Her breath caught in her throat, and a moan turned into a word. “Harder.”

I obliged.

I reached out with my right hand and wrapped it around her throat, pulling her back up and away from the cushion.

She did her best to keep her moans in, and while she managed to lower the volume, the intensity increased. She was growling like a feral animal as I gently squeezed her throat.

It was there again. The warmth I’d felt before, when she’d tried to show me our bond. When we’d almost fucked before my alarm had ruined everything. It grew in intensity, and I almost came right then at that sudden, overwhelming feeling of intimacy.

“Harder,” she repeated, and I squeezed tighter.

She pushed back against me and repeated herself. I moved faster. Ramming my cock inside her as hard as I could.

She moaned with pleasure.

“Yes,” she whispered, “yes, Jamie, yes.”

I released her throat, and she dropped back onto her pillow, biting down immediately.

I used both hands to grab her thighs so I could use the additional leverage to push myself in with more force, as she had requested. Every stroke brought me closer to release. The warmth of her and her muffled moans pushed me to move closer to finishing. I wanted nothing more than to fill her with everything I had.

It wasn’t the most elaborate or complicated example of sex. Some people might even claim it was boring. Just me railing her from behind. But for me, it was amazing.

“Wait,” she urged, and I reluctantly stopped.

She pulled forward until I popped out of her, then she rolled over onto her back and held her hands toward me.

I leaned in, and she took my face in her hands and pulled me in for a deep kiss.

“I want to see your face when you finish,” she whispered into my ear. “Please.”

She helped guide me back in, and I almost lost it right there as she closed her eyes in ecstasy as I reentered her.

I held myself up so I could watch her fully as I began to move again.

Her tits bounced beautifully, and her mouth formed the most perfect ring with every thrust.

“Faster,” she said.

I moved faster. I was so close now. I didn’t want it to end, but at the same time, I needed to be finished. I needed to come inside this woman.

“Please, Master,” she said. “Fuck me harder.”

“Fuck,” I gasped. The master had done it. I came.

She gasped again, her eyes shooting open to meet mine.

Her smile was one of pure joy and contentment.

“Thank you, Master,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

I carefully pulled myself out of her. The sensation was so much that I moaned again. My cum was already spilling out of her onto the couch cushion. I was too tired to care.

I fell onto her chest then, exhausted and spent.

She cradled me and stroked my hair, whispering something in the birdsong language of elves.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I have spent my life seeking you out,” she said. “And I am so happy to have found you. Though there is a lot lost in translation.”

I smiled weakly up at her. “I believe it.”

She kissed my forehead, and I fell asleep between her breasts.

❖

True to her word, Amber had left first thing in the morning to play detective.

As soon as I was sure she was out of the building, I stripped the covers off her couch cushions and threw them in a basket with some other stuff I needed to wash. Like Lilly’s panties.

I was familiar with Amber’s building, and more than once had opted to use its laundry facilities over my own.

The dryers here actually worked, for one, and there was a much smaller likelihood of walking in on a drug deal and getting stabbed for your trouble.

Lilly joined me in the laundry room, wearing another one of my shirts and a pair of my gym shorts.

The technology intrigued her, and she insisted I show her how to use everything. “As your Leash, if you wish it, domestic labor can be part of my responsibilities.”

“Really aiming for that trad-wife role, huh?”

“I do not know what that means. I heard wife, though. And I am more than happy to take on that role if you wish.”

“You know what? I am definitely warming up to the idea of having a beautiful elf wife.”

“You think I’m beautiful?” The tips of her ears and cheeks flushed red.

It was so cute I couldn’t not try to get her to blush harder.

“Definitely,” I said, as I grabbed a handful of hair and pulled her in for a kiss.

As she kissed me back, she grabbed my hand and put it up her shirt, guiding me to one of her perky breasts.

I could feel myself growing hard as I kneaded the soft flesh.

I went from partial to full erection when her other hand made its way inside my pants.

I glance around quickly to make sure no one else was in the room. It was early enough in the day that I thought we might not see anyone. Though it was a Saturday morning. But for the time being, it was safe.

I grabbed Lilly under her arms and lifted her up onto the running machine that held our laundry.

She only had the one pair of panties, and they were in the machine, so I was able to just pull the shorts off her for easy access.

She let out a thrilled breath as I pushed myself inside her. She was already so wet that I slid in easily.

“Always ready to go, aren’t you?” I whispered into her ear before I bit it.

She groaned with pleasure at the bite before wrapping her arms and legs around me and pulling me in tighter.

She bit my ear, then moved to my neck and rained me with kisses between her moans.

I lifted her off the machine and pressed her against the wall behind us, and she giggled in delight before grabbing my face and pulling me in for another deep kiss.

I wish I could say we had finished before someone else came into the room. Luckily, they didn’t stick around long enough to make it awkward.

We were back in Amber’s apartment, trying to get the cushion cover to fit properly, when Amber called.

“Jamie!” She sounded scared.

“Amber? What’s wrong?”

“They’re following me.”

“Who?”

“The people who are after you. I shouldn’t have looked into it. God, Jamie, you were right. I don’t know what to do. What if they follow me home? What if they find you?”

“Hey, slow down. Who’s following you? Where are you right now?”

“I’m in my car. I’m just driving in circles around the city. They’ve been following me the whole time. Two guys. Big. Bald and ugly as fuck.”

“Wearing suits?” I asked.

“Yeah. And they definitely have guns. God, Jamie, I don’t want to die.”

“It’s okay. We’re going to get you out of this. Just let me think for a second.”

I forced myself to focus. I was not going to let anyone hurt Amber, but we had to get to her first. Maybe we could meet her somewhere? Lilly could definitely handle two of the guys.

“Okay, okay. You know that parking structure on the other side of your block? The one where your neighbor takes his dogs to shit?”

“Uh, yeah, yeah, I know the one.”

“Okay, head there, and head to the basement level. Lilly and I will be waiting there. Just stay on the line with me, okay? I’m here for you.”

Lilly was already dressed and ready to go when I turned to give her instructions. “Can we see the destination from the window?” she asked.

I nodded, and she rushed over to slide the curtains open.

“That one,” I said, pointing to the building. “How far out are you, Amber?” I asked.

“I think I should be there in about twenty minutes. Traffic isn’t too bad. Oh man, Jamie, they’re not even trying to be subtle. The driver just waved at me.”

“Just head over there. We’ll be waiting. Keep talking. Tell me everything you see.”

Lilly grabbed my arm, and I was blinded by light and overwhelmed by the scent of flowers.

Once I could see again, I guided Lilly to the basement level, and we found a nice dark corner to hide in.

The whole time, Amber described her drive to me. Told me the street names, which homeless guys were hanging out under the overpass, described the arch of a dog’s back as it pooped. I encouraged her to keep going. Anything to keep her from having a breakdown before she reached us.

“I’m here,” she announced finally. “I’m heading downstairs now.”

I could hear the crunch of tires coming down the ramp as she said it.

“Park in the first open spot you see,” I instructed.

Amber’s car turned the last bend in the ramp and drove straight ahead to the empty spot.

“Stay in the car,” I said.

A second car came down the ramp, this one moving much faster than was likely safe. Sure enough, I recognized the two men inside. I’d never seen them before, but they were definitely part of the same group that had been targeting me and Lilly.

The driver stopped the car just inches away from Amber’s back bumper.

They hadn’t even managed to put the car in park when Lilly teleported into the back seat.

It took no time at all. She just appeared and stabbed forward with a glowing blade in each hand. The sudden bursts of blood that covered the windows obscured my view of the inside.

Then Lilly was back. The initial scent of wildflowers hadn’t even faded before she appeared next to me.

I rushed over to Amber’s door and opened it. She fell out of the car into my arms, sobbing. “Oh God, Jamie, thank you.”

“Hey, hey, you’re okay. All good.” I waved Lilly over and motioned for her to climb into the back of the car.

I guided Amber back there with her, and she moved from my arms to Lilly’s embrace as she profusely thanked the elf for saving her life.

I jumped in the driver’s seat and hit reverse. The idling car behind us resisted a little, but I was able to push it back. The driver must have slumped onto the wheel, because the car turned immediately. The momentum of my push sent it into a parked car off to the side of us.

I drove us out of that lot and back to Amber’s building, to her reserved spot.

Amber had calmed down by the time we made it back to her apartment.

“I just need a second,” she told us as she collapsed onto the couch. “Did you do something to my cushions?”

“Take all the time you need,” I said, ignoring her question.

Lilly marched into the kitchen and began opening and closing cupboards.

From one she pulled a loaf of whole grain bread, another a giant canister of salt, and a bowl from the last.

“Is she doing what I think she’s doing?” Amber asked as we watched Lilly pour more salt than could possibly be safe for human consumption into the bowl with the bread.

“I think so,” I said.

Lilly walked back to us and shoved the bowl into Amber’s hands. “You are in danger because of us. Because you are trying to help us. Because of this, and because I know Jamie cares for you, I offer you my protection.”

Amber blinked in surprise. She looked from the brown mush in her hands up to Lilly. “Does this mean you’re leashing me or something?”

“No. It doesn’t work that way. I am just offering you protection.”

Amber scooped up some of the bread with her hand and put it in her mouth. She managed to get it down on the first try.

Lilly relaxed slightly. “Good. Now, did you find out who those men work for?”

“I did.” She sounded defeated as she said it.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“His name is Dean Ironwood,” Amber said. “And he’s the richest man in the city.”

“Never heard of him,” I said.

“Well, he’s heard of you, apparently,” Amber said. “I did some asking around about the guys Lilly killed. A contact at the PD let me know they worked for Ironwood. And I’m pretty sure my contact does too, since as soon as I left the station, those two creeps were following me.”

“You ever hear of this Ironwood guy?” I asked Lilly.

She shook her head. “No. But if Amber believes him to be your rival, then I accept that as truth. He is your first opponent in the Game of Chains.”
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Amber recovered from her shock quickly and insisted we do some research on this Ironwood guy before we did anything else.

Amber placed her laptop on the counter and positioned it so Lilly could see the screen from her perch.

“What do you think? Just hit search? An alarm gonna go off somewhere if we look him up?” I asked as Amber typed “Dean Ironwood” in the search engine.

“What is this?” Lilly asked.

“The computer?” Amber asked.

“No, what is on the screen?”

“You know what a screen is, but don’t know what the internet is?” Amber asked.

“The internets!” Lilly exclaimed, leaning forward so she could get a better look at the mostly empty home page. “I’ve heard of this.”

“You have?” we both asked.

“Yes. Before I left my village to begin my quest, the oracles trained me on what I could expect to find in this world. They were very insistent that I not be afraid of cars when I first saw them. Apparently, one of them panicked when he first saw one in a vision. One lesson was to tell me that almost any knowledge I might need to obtain could be found on the internets. They failed to explain how to access it, however. And when I asked, they just said Jamie would be able to explain it to me.”

“Well, this is how you do it, baby,” Amber said, fully turning the laptop toward Lilly. “You type whatever you’re looking for here, hit enter, and it’ll find everything it can for you.”

Lilly poked the screen.

“Oh, uh, no, like this.” Amber deleted her search and took Lilly’s hand to guide her in typing out our search and then hit enter.

The screen populated with results, and Lilly beamed at the two of us. “Did I do it?”

“Sure did, hot-stuff,” Amber said.

“Proud of you,” I said, giving her a side hug.

She leaned her head on my shoulder. “Thank you.”

“You guys must have had a good day while I was at work,” Amber said without looking away from the screen.

“Why would you say that?” I demanded.

“We did,” Lilly agreed over me.

Amber winked at me. “About time.”

“So,” I said, suddenly needing to not have this conversation, “what do we have on this Ironwood prick?”

“I hate to say this, but the first search result is literally his prick.”

“What?” I said, turning to get a view of the screen.

The first image result was of a fifty-something man climbing out of a swimming pool. He was shredded. And I hated to say it, but his body didn’t look like it was pure vanity muscle. His swim trunks were clinging to him enough to reveal an elephant trunk between his legs.

“Oh no,” I said, “he’s hot.”

“Mhm,” Amber agreed.

“Eh,” Lilly said.

The two women locked eyes, both looking confused at the other’s answer.

“Wait, am I reading this right?” I asked. “Does that say he won ‘Sexiest Man Alive’ two years ago?

“Third time on the list, apparently,” Amber said.

“Close that tab. I don’t want to look at that thing anymore,” I said.

“You mean that absolute tree trunk he’s carrying around?” Amber asked.

“Yes, Amber. I do not want to look at the outline of his giant cock. A giant cock, I must add, that was just in the pool. It’s gotta be photoshopped.”

“I choose to believe,” Amber said. But she did close the tab.

“Alright, here we go. Found his bio.” Amber clicked the next link and began reading.

“Oh, surprise surprise, our boy was the firstborn son of a banker. And I mean capital B Banker.”

Nothing Amber read from the bio surprised me. His net worth was in the multiple billions. His private security firm owned shares in more companies and markets than should be legal. He was currently in his second marriage to a French supermodel. And I don’t mean his second marriage. It was his fifth. This was just the second time he’d married a model from France.

Son of a wealthy banker, he had apparently taken some startup funds from his old man and invested aggressively and wisely. He’d had a head start, but he still ran the race faster than should have been possible. “Meteoric” was the word used when reports talked about his success.

“Oh damn!” Amber said as she was scrolling through another article.

Lilly hadn’t moved her eyes from the screen for a second, whereas I’d slouched to the ground to stare at the ceiling despondently.

“What’s up?” I asked. I recognized that tone. “Find a new, sexier picture of the guy?”

“Not the guy, his assistant.” Amber tapped me on the head. “You gotta see this chick. Hot as fuck. Total mommy energy, too.”

I stood up to see this so-called Mommy.

In the picture, she was standing next to Dean, head tilted as the man whispered something in her ear. The only word I could use for her was elegant. She wore a black dress that perfectly hugged her frame, with a boob window that was just big enough to entice. Makeup was perfect, and her smile coy. Her skin was perfect, unblemished porcelain, and her thick black hair was pulled up into a professional but not unattractive bun.

“Oh damn,” I said.

“What does mommy energy mean?” Lilly asked.

“You said it, you can explain it,” I told Amber.

“Powerful, sexy woman, usually a little mature.” Amber said without looking away from the screen.

“Grace Hallow,” I said after scanning the page.

“Dean Ironwood’s executive assistant and confidante,” Amber read from the article. “She’s in the background of almost every one of these pictures.”

“She’s gotta be his Leash, right?” I asked.

“What makes you say that?” Amber asked.

“Jamie is right,” Lilly said. “This mommy is definitely a Leash.”

“One of you needs to explain your reasoning there. And good job using the new term, Lilly,” Amber said.

“Thank you. Look how her gaze never leaves him. In all these portraits. She is only aware of him. And not in a lustful way. But in the way a mouse is always aware of a cat.” Lilly tapped Grace in each picture.

“Could just be he’s handsy and she’s trying to protect herself?”

“Maybe. And we really won’t be able to tell until we meet them, but I think she’s a Leash,” Lilly said.

“What do we think her power is?” I asked.

“Besides perfect cleavage?” Amber asked. “Honestly, I’m getting witch energy.”

“A witch would be a valuable Leash,” Lilly agreed. “Might also explain how his men found me so quickly when I arrived.”

“I thought you said the other Leasher could sense your presence,” I said.

“Yes, but a witch could enhance that ability. Extend the range, I think, is how you might say it.”

“So it’s not her tracking us?” I asked.

Lilly narrowed her eyes and stared at the picture Amber was currently also studying.

“It’s not impossible, but I don’t think so.”

“So we’re still safe here?” I asked.

“I guess it depends if the guys that followed me earlier got my name from my contact at the PD. Would probably be easy enough to get my address if they did,” Amber said, not looking away from Grace Hallow’s cleavage.

“You do not sound worried enough,” I said.

“Why should I worry? Lilly can take on as many of those goons as Ironwood can throw at us. Oh my God, guys, his name is Ironwood! Do you get it?” Amber looked up at me, incredibly proud of herself.

“I could realistically kill quite a few of those men, but there is a point in numbers where I would not be successful. And we also need to consider what other Leashes he may possess. Also, please explain the joke to me, Amber. Ironwood is funny why?” Lilly said.

“Oh, wood is a euphemism for penis. So it’s like saying his name is Ironschlong or something.”

“Is schlong another term for penis?”

“Yes. One of the best, if I’m being honest with you.”

Lilly didn’t seem to think it was that funny, but she gave Amber a grateful smile.

“Let’s stop talking about his dick and focus on what we think his other Leashes might be,” I said.

Lilly shrugged. “The options are possibly endless. There are many worlds that could be chained to this one, and I only know of my own. And in my world there are dozens of possibilities. I know very little about this one. Maybe we could ask the internet?”

“Excellent idea,” Amber said. “Jamie, would you mind getting some coffee started? Momma’s got some researching to do.”

“Do you consider yourself mature enough to be a mommy?” Lilly asked.

“You know what, babes? I do,” Amber said.

❖

While Amber put her research skills to work, I decided it was finally time to introduce Lilly to some of my world’s culture.

We settled on the couch and I turned on the TV.

Amber shouted from the island about which shows or movies she felt were appropriate to get Lilly properly trained in the pop culture references we were most likely to use around her, and we eventually settled on introducing her to anime.

“But which one?” I demanded. “You can’t just jump in blindly. We need something beginner friendly. No real normie filter, you know?”

“Just put Cowboy Bebop on. Even people who hate anime love that show. That or a Ghibli maybe? Actually, yeah. Totoro sounds fucking perfect right now.” She didn’t once look up from the screen. She’d put on a pair of glasses, and her eyes had been replaced with the reflection of whatever her current search was.

“Sounds good.” I found the appropriate item on the bookshelf beside the TV and threw it in the blu-ray player.

“So, what is this?” Lilly asked. “I have only seen those nature documentaries—that’s the right term, yes?—that you like to fall asleep to.”

“Animation, baby girl,” Amber answered before I could. “Gonna change your life.”

I plopped down onto the couch next to her and immediately wrapped my arm around her shoulders. She leaned in, snuggling up as tight as she could, as I hit play.

We made it through My Neighbor Totoro and halfway through Kiki’s Delivery Service before Amber abandoned her quest.

She rose from her keyboard with a sheet of paper filled with tightly packed notes.

I paused the movie as Amber raised her notes in the air.

“No,” Lilly whispered, “Why?”

“On this page I have made note of all mythological beasts, cryptids, yokai, and urban legends that I think could be potential Leashes. We will review after this movie.”

“Yay!” Lilly said as I pushed play again.

Amber plopped onto the couch in the final empty seat. She spun herself in place and spread her legs out over both Lilly and I.

Lilly giggled, running an excited hand over one of Amber’s legs. “I really like these movies. The oracles didn’t say anything about them. It’s like magic the way the drawings can move like that.”

“Incredible, huh?” Amber said. “After this one, think she can handle Mononoke?”

“Hell yeah,” I said. “Marathon.”

“How many movies are there?” Lilly asked.

“Oh, babes, you are in for a treat.” Amber flipped one of her legs over Lilly’s head and pulled the elf woman closer so she could give her a hug. “As many as you can dream,” she said as Lilly laughed.

Lilly remained draped over Amber for the remainder of the movie.

We didn’t go over the list after the movie. Instead, Amber made popcorn and we started the next one.

Lilly shifted to me, head resting in my lap, and legs over Amber’s.

“Holy shit,” I said, two films later. “It’s late… Think we should go over that list?”

Lilly rolled over in my lap to meet my eyes. “I think we should watch another one.”

“Yeah, don’t be a spoil sport, Jamie.” Amber threw a popcorn kernel at my head.

“Hey, don’t forget we have a billionaire trying to kill us!” I shouted at her.

Lilly sighed before rolling off me. She rose up and stretched. “You’re probably right,” she agreed. “Forgive me. I was just so enchanted by the magic of animation.”

“I forgive you, babes,” Amber said, stretching in her spot on the couch. “Would you mind grabbing that paper off the counter? I’ll tell you what I found.”

Lilly started for the kitchen. The lights and TV blinked out, leaving us in complete darkness.

The window behind me exploded inward, showering Amber and I in broken glass.

Amber screamed, covering her head with her arms.

I cursed, jumping to my feet and spinning toward the opening.

The curtains billowed open, revealing the broken remains of the window, glittering in the moonlight and the glow of the city outside. It was just enough illumination that I could see the vague shape of the shadow as it flitted across the narrow space between me and the broken window.

It looked like a sentient piece of fabric. Almost as though one of Amber’s curtains had come to life. The shape aimed itself toward me, unfurling like a banner to wrap me up in its darkness.

Lilly was there, the smell of flowers following her. She’d used her power to move the few feet to get between me and the thing.

She shoved me back with one arm just as the shadow hit her square in the chest. It immediately enveloped her, wrapping her up from her nose to her ankles.

Lilly made a strained attempt to shout through the thing that had her trapped.

I grabbed at her, trying to find a handhold on the shadow to tear it off her. The material, whatever it was, was cold and it hurt to touch. I did my best to ignore the pain and kept at it.

I managed to get a couple fingers into the space between the thing and Lilly’s face, trying to at least peel it away enough for Lilly to breathe.

A corner of the shadow flicked up, like a wet towel in a locker room, and slapped me in the face. The force of the cold slap sent me flaying back to smash against the island. The wood frame cracked slightly from the impact.

All the air was knocked from my lungs and I fell to the floor gasping for breath.

“Jamie!” Amber shouted from the couch.

I waved a hand at her, trying to let her know I would be fine. I violently pointed at Lilly.

Amber nodded and jumped onto the thing. Driving it, and Lilly, to the ground, and the broken glass that now littered the carpet.

She tried to tear a corner away from Lilly’s face, but was treated to the same attack I had been.

Amber sailed through the air and down the hallway toward the bedrooms.

I finally found enough air to stand up, and when I looked back at the thing and Lilly, it had raised her up into the air and was dragging her toward the window.

“Hell no, bitch,” I said, charging back across the room.

I tackled the thing, driving it into the couch. Lilly’s eyes stared up at me, panicked and pained. I realized Amber and I jumping the thing had probably hurt her too. There was a small cut on her cheek, just above where the shadow wrapped around her face.

“Jamie, move!” Amber came charging back from the hallway holding something long and black in her hand.

I rolled off the shadow and Lilly just as Amber turned the flashlight on.

I don’t know how she thought of it, but it worked.

The beam cut straight through the fabric of the shadow, and it unfurled itself from around Lilly.

The shadow dashed back down along the beam of the flashlight, the gash in its surface opening wider as it got closer, always just keeping it from touching the light.

The wound in its side passed over the light and Amber’s hand, then wrapped itself around her, healing instantly. The pressure of it closing itself over her hand forced her to flinch and drop the light.

But it didn’t matter; Lilly was there. A fresh burst of flower scent and she was over Amber and the shadow, her blades in hand. Two twin moons tore into the shadow, shredding it into pieces. Even as it fell away from Amber, Lilly kept slashing until there was barely a thread left.
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“Are you two okay?” I asked, helping Amber up and pulling them both into a tight hug.

Lilly dropped her knives, and they vanished in a flash of sparkling blue light.

“I’m okay,” Amber said.

“As am I,” Lilly added.

“How did you know to use the light?” I demanded of Amber.

“It was on my list!” She said. “I added a bunch of monsters from D&D. I figured if that wasn’t a shadow, nothing is, and it was all I could think of.”

“That was a shadow,” Lilly said, clearly impressed with Amber’s quick thinking.

“Knew it,” Amber said, just as impressed with herself.

“They are monsters from my world. It wouldn’t be here unless a Leasher had claimed it.”

“So Dean’s Leash?” I asked.

“Which means he’s found us,” Amber said.

“Probably knew we were here the entire time,” Lilly said. “Was surely waiting for nightfall to send the shadow.”

“Well, we killed his Leash. So it’s just the guys in suits. And I guess all the cops on his payroll. Dang… Still probably a lot, huh?” I said.

Lilly shook her head. “I’m sure he has more Leashes. Especially with all the resources we know he has. I doubt this was even his strongest. Any good Leasher, especially one with Ironwood’s resources, will have more than one Leash. Until you’re stronger, I suggest we run.”

“Definitely,” Amber said.

“Run where?” I asked. “What about my apartment? My job?” I realized as I said it that neither of those things actually mattered, and I’d written them off in my mind already. “Fuck it. We’re going on the run. Sick. I should say, though, I have basically no savings. Paycheck to paycheck, you know? What are we supposed to do?”

Amber patted my shoulder. “All good, dude. Unlike some sexy man-child I know, I have a decent amount saved up. Was planning on that trip to Europe next year, so I’ve been putting more away than usual. That should keep us moving for a bit. Hopefully long enough for us to figure out our next move.”

“Good,” Lilly said. “Pack your things, Amber. You have eaten my bread and salt, and, as Jamie’s friend and mine, you matter to both of us and we will do our utmost to protect you.”

“Aw, babes! I love you too,” Amber gave Lilly a quick peck on the cheek before rushing toward her room.

I did not fail to notice the red of Lilly’s ears.

“You, uh, have something you want to discuss?” I asked her.

“What’s that?” she said, almost convincing me she didn’t know what I meant.

Before I could press the matter, Amber’s door splintered in on itself.

More of those identical thugs in suits charged into the room, weapons already drawn.

“Get on the ground!” the first shouted before one of Lilly’s daggers separated his head from his shoulders.

I decided I didn’t want to be worthless this time and rammed my shoulder into the guy closest to me. He stumbled back into the guy behind him, who apparently had very poor trigger discipline and fired the submachine gun he was holding. The quick burst of bullets tore through the ground in a straight line, the last bullet finding the foot of another of the men.

In the time it took me to cause one guy to stumble and another to get shot in the foot, Lilly had already danced a bloody path through the rest of the group. She ended with a spin next to the last guy, who was on the ground cradling his bleeding foot. He didn’t even notice her as she drove her blade through his temple.

“Thank you for the help, Master,” Lilly said with a savage grin.

My face flushed at her use of “Master.”

“Oh, it was nothing,” I said, weirdly embarrassed by the praise.

Amber came sprinting back into the room seconds later, a large bag over her shoulder. “Goddamn it,” she said. “Definitely not getting my deposit back now.”

“Packed already?” I asked, surprised at the sight of the bulging bag.

“Dude, I prepped a bug-out bag the minute you two weirdos showed up.”

“I’ll get our bag,” Lilly said, disappearing in a cloud of fragrance and returning a heartbeat later.

“Let’s take my car,” Amber said, like we actually had another option.

As we stepped over the dead bodies into the hallway, she said to Lilly: “By the way, you don’t have to just wear Jamie’s old shirts.”

“The clothes I had brought with me were mostly torn to shreds by the wargs that attacked me before I arrived.”

“So you don’t have any clothes? Why didn’t you have Jame buy you some clothes?”

“Jamie doesn’t really have the funds for that,” Lilly said.

“I mean, I could have made it work. You should have asked,” I said.

Amber glared at me. “She shouldn’t have had to ask. You found a wounded and bloody woman outside your apartment and you just bring her inside and take advantage of her.”

There was some playfulness to her statement, but it still felt like a dagger in my heart. “I wouldn’t put it that way. It was a really weird situation, okay?”

“To be fair,” Lilly said, coming to my defense as always, “his first offer was to take me to a hospital. I insisted on him taking me inside. And if we’re being honest, I seduced him. Not the other way around.”

Amber’s eyes opened wide at that revelation. “Oh, well, I guess that’s okay then. Either way, first chance we get, this road trip movie is getting a shopping montage. But you can borrow some of mine until we find something for you.”

Some of the doors in the hallway were cracking open, and Amber’s neighbors were watching us as we rushed down the hallway toward the elevator.

“That’s okay, Amber, I do not think any of your clothes would fit me. I suspect they would be a little loose around the chest.”

Amber glanced down at her admittedly massive breasts, which were currently bouncing as she ran, then over to Lilly’s much more modest chest.

She shrugged. “I still think you’d look cute in at least a few of my outfits.”

When we made it to the parking garage, Lilly insisted on doing a quick sweep of the level before we approached the car.

She vanished, leaving a cloud of her trademark flower scent behind her. She materialized back in front of us a minute later.

“Okay, it is safe to continue.”

“That is seriously so fucking cool,” Amber said. “Is that something all elves can do? Or is it unique to you? Maybe something to do with being a Leash?”

Lilly beamed at the praise. “It is not unique to me. But it is a rare power among elves. All of us have magic of some kind. Mine is not particularly powerful, but it’s about how you wield power more than anything.”

“Motion of the ocean, I get it,” Amber said. “Well, either way, I think it’s awesome.”

Amber unlocked her car, and we all piled in.

“What do we think the chances are of the roads being blocked?” I asked as we pulled out of the garage.

“Let’s hope those guys were overconfident,” Amber said. “Otherwise, I guess we’re screwed.”

“I can teleport us if it comes to it,” Lilly offered.

“Can you teleport the car?” I asked.

She considered that. “Possibly, but the distance would be very minimal. Likely not enough to actually be helpful.”

Amber slammed on the brakes and pointed at something.

I leaned over so I could stare out the window in that direction. “Is that smoke?” I asked.

“That’s in the direction of your neighborhood,” Amber said. “What do you want to bet that’s your building on fire?”

The pillar of black smoke and orange glow definitely meant there was a large fire. “Yeah, that’s definitely my building. Lilly, I thought you said Dean wouldn’t be able to find our place?”

“I said that before I knew he was strong enough to leash a shadow. I suspect he might have known from the beginning.”

“Then why not just come get us right away?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Not to interrupt fan theory time,” Amber said, “but I gotta ask, do you have any money in the bank?”

“Some. Not going to have to worry about rent or bills next month, I guess. God… I hope everyone got out.” I didn’t really know any of my neighbors by name, but I knew some of them well enough to wave when I passed them. The old lady across the hall even left cookies at my door every once in a while. She had a cat that used to get out into the hall and wander into my apartment if I left the door open for any reason. I really liked that cat.

“I hope so, too,” Amber said.

She guided the car down a side road and parked in front of a dingy convenience store and an even dingier strip club. The two shared an alley with an ATM. “I’m going to withdraw as much as I can, and I recommend you do the same.”

Lilly waited in the car, keeping watch, as we went down the alley to make our withdrawals.

I pretended not to notice how much bigger Amber’s pile of money was compared to mine.

Once back inside the car, Amber pulled her cell phone out of her purse and tossed it out the window.

I stared down at my own phone. It wasn’t anything special, but I was fond of the thing. “Damn, this is really happening, huh?”

“Yup, and not to victim blame or anything here, but that’s what you get for being some sort of magical beast tamer or whatever.” Amber pulled my phone out of my hand and tossed it out the window for me. “I’ll buy you a new one when this is all over.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll pay you back this time. I promise.”

Amber leaned out of the driver’s seat and gave me a hug. “Sure, buddy, sure.”


Part Two
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We were lucky, and there were no blockades out of the city.

We picked a direction and just went. Amber drove through the night, and though she encouraged both Lilly and me to get some sleep, neither of us managed any. Lilly didn’t need any, and I was too afraid that the second I passed out the car would just explode.

The morning found the three of us in a corner booth of a small greasy spoon diner in the middle of the desert.

I don’t even think the small town had a name. Didn’t even have a gas station. Just this diner and the motel across the road.

One thing it did have was lots and lots of coffee, and a very nice waitress willing to just leave us the pot.

Amber lay on the table, face buried in her arms, attempting to block out the morning light while I downed my third cup of coffee and Lilly devoured a plate of eggs and hashbrowns.

Lilly was not showing any signs of fatigue. She’d told me she didn’t actually need to sleep, and she’d just proven it.

“Okay,” Amber pushed herself up into something resembling vertical and stared across the table at Lilly with bloodshot eyes. “I’ve been thinking and I’ve got some questions for you, Lilly.”

“I will answer whatever I can, Amber.”

“We’re assuming Mommy Grace is a Leash, but we don’t really have any evidence of that outside of you and Jamie getting that good old feeling in the guts. How do we know the Shadow wasn’t Ironwood’s only Leash?”

“Yeah,” I said. “You said you were sure he had more, but can you really be sure? And, to be clear, Mommy Grace is one hundred percent a Leash, I just want to hear your reasoning.”

“There is no way the shadow was his first Leash. The first must be a sentient creature. Generally, one aware of the game. His first Leash would have found him and brought him into the game.”

“So why does Ironwood have more Leashes?” Amber asked. “Besides the fact that he actually has resources.”

“It is likely his first found him a while ago. Perhaps even years.” Lilly turned to me. “Forgive me. If I had traveled faster, I might have been able to find you, and we wouldn’t be so far behind.”

“I’m sure that wouldn’t have made much difference,” I reassured her. “How long were you even traveling for? A few weeks? Months?”

Lilly blinked at that. “I traveled for fifty years to reach the doorway to your world.”

I choked on my coffee. “What? I wasn’t even born yet when you started looking for me! How old are you?”

“Eighty-seven. I know, I look much older.”

“I’m only thirty,” I whispered to no one in particular.

Amber seemed as shocked as I did. “You’ve been looking for Jamie for that long?”

“Well, it is not that I was looking. I was aware of where I had to go to find him. And I knew that arriving too early would complicate things. You humans are very short-lived compared to elves.”

“How old is Ironwood?” I asked Amber.

“Fifty-four.”

“So, it’s possible that he’s been collecting Leashes for years,” I said.

“Like I said,” Lilly confirmed.

“And the point of the game is to collect Leashes?” I asked.

“Correct. Some Leashers opt for a quantity over quality strategy, since every Leash bonded adds to their own strength. But some opt for the opposite. The more powerful the Leash, the more substantial their ability, the more they add. One powerful Leash could easily be worth more than a hundred weaker.”

“Is there any way to rank Leashes?” I asked.

“In the Glade, we used a tier system. It starts at leaf, which is the weakest, and ends at diamond. I am considered a silver rank.”

“Silver sounds good,” I said.

She nodded. “I’m far from the most powerful, but the gap between myself and a leaf rank is quite substantial.”

“What was the shadow?” Amber asked

“It would be silver. But only in power. They lack intelligence, so it’s really not a one-to-one comparison.”

“So, our only real chance here is to either just run from Ironwood long enough that he loses interest in you, or help Jamie build his harem?” Amber asked.

“What?” I asked.

“I would prefer the second option,” Lilly said, not taking any issue with the term Amber used. “I came here because the oracles believed my best chance of success was to bond myself to Jamie. I want him to win the game.”

“I’m still not sure how to sense Leashes, though,” I said.

“There is still the option of bonding Amber,” Lilly said.

“I still don’t know what that would look like,” Amber said.

“Like I said, that would be up to you two,” Lilly said.

“I’ll have to think about it,” Amber said.

“Don’t want to join my harem?” I asked, trying to be funny.

Amber didn’t take the bait. Just sat in thought until we’d all finished our meals.

We paid for our meals and left the diner to cross the street to the motel.

The heat of the desert hit us the second we left the building, and I was suddenly so much more tired than I had been a second earlier.

Amber’s car was parked in front of the room she’d paid for before we’d gone to get food.

She unlocked the door, and we entered for the first time.

It was exactly what you’d expect from a cheap motel on the side of an empty highway in the middle of nowhere. But the AC was already on, and it was cool enough that I didn’t hate myself anymore.

Amber dropped her bag on the bed nearest the bathroom. “You guys take that one,” she said pointing to the other bed. “I’m going to take a shower than pass out for a couple hours.”

Lilly plopped down onto the bed Amber had indicated. “Oh, a shower sounds wonderful. We should take one when she’s done, Jamie.”

I felt my face heat up at the suggestion and Amber’s scrutiny.

“I think I might sleep first, if that’s okay.” I sat down on the bed next to her, then spread out. I almost immediately began to fall asleep.

“Okay,” Lilly said. “I will just join you then, Amber.”

She rose from the bed and walked past Amber into the bathroom.

She stripped her shirt and pants before she closed the door behind her.

Amber’s mouth fell open, and she turned to me. “Is she serious?”

“Probably,” I said. “You lucky dog.”

I had the thought that I might like to watch, but I was already falling asleep.

“Are you sure you’re okay with that?” Amber asked.

I blinked myself a fraction more awake. “Should I not be?”

“Do you trust me with your girlfriend?”

“She’s not my...” I stopped myself. The only reason she wasn’t was because the label she’d given me was Leash. But I definitely had feelings for her. Feelings stronger than made sense, if I was being honest. The position a girlfriend might fill in my life was firmly occupied by Lilly. Should I be upset with Amber showering with her?

No, I decided. “Amber, I’d trust you with anything.”

She smiled at that. “Okay. No funny business, I promise.”

The sound of running water started from the other side of the door, and Lilly opened the door to peer out at us.

I didn’t even try to hide the fact that I was staring at her tits. I suddenly found myself craving berries.

“You know what, I might have it in me for a shower,” I said.

Lilly looked over her shoulder back into the bathroom. “I don’t think we can fit three people.”

“We can definitely try,” Amber said.

“What?” I asked.

“You wish, dude,” Amber said. She winked at me before stripping off her own shirt.

She laughed as I choked on my breath. She was wearing a bra, but it was more of Amber than I’d expected to see right then.

She turned and strode toward Lilly, who was giggling at my overreaction.

Amber slipped out of the bra as Lilly closed the door, blocking my view.

I stared at the ceiling in shock. I always forgot exactly how big Amber’s tits were. The amount of flesh spilling out over the cups of the bra had been amazing.

I worried I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep after all. But I worried for nothing. The room slowly faded from view as I fell asleep. The last thing I heard was Lilly giggling again.
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I woke to the sound of the squeak of bedsprings. I rolled toward the sound and opened my eyes to find Amber sitting on her bed wearing nothing but a towel barely holding on around her chest.

She was wrapping her hair in another towel as she looked over and saw me staring. “Morning,” she said.

“It’s morning?” I asked, distracted by both my fatigue and the massive tits trying to break free from their prison.

“Nah, it’s been like fifteen minutes.”

“Oh. Where’s Lilly?” I glanced around the room.

“She’s still in the shower. Water pressure sucks, but it’s still a shower. Feels really nice. She said she was gonna stay in a little longer. Maybe you should join her? Might help you wake up?”

I considered. My two options were: go back to sleep or take a shower with a hot elf.

Either option was going to deny me a view of Amber’s rack straining to free itself, but one of those options did include a naked Lilly.

“Good call,” I said finally. But my body wasn’t cooperating at the moment. My body demanded sleep more than my brain demanded the sight of a nude elf.

I was pulled right back into the world of waking as the wall of our room exploded inward.

I rolled back off the bed, away from the collapsing wall, and landed on Amber’s bed, my head bouncing off her tits and landing in her lap.

She didn’t object, since she was also distracted by the hulking green monster that had to duck its block of a head to fit inside the room.

“What the fuck is that?” I demanded, though I think I knew. It was definitely a troll.

The thing was taller than the eight feet of our small room’s ceiling and as wide as the truck that chooses isekai protagonists.

It walked like a silverback as it hunched to get inside, one fist knuckling the ground. Its other massive fist dragged a club of wood that may have just been a tree it tore out of the ground somewhere.

It scanned the room with red eyes that would have been big in any other skull, but looked small in this one.

Its gaze locked on me, and it let out a roar that almost blew the towel off of Amber.

Then it swung its club.

The weapon passed through the wall that divided our room from the neighboring one with zero effort.

Both Amber and I were frozen in place, ready to be evaporated like a pair of bugs on Truck-kun’s windshield.

There was a flash in front of us, the air filling for a moment with a cloud of steam, and the smell of wildflowers and the chemicals of cheap motel shampoo.

Lilly stood there, naked except for the lather in her hair and the pair of glowing daggers in her hands.

She held the blades up, catching the full blow of the monster’s club.

Tossed by the blow, she flew back and crashed through the closed bathroom door. The wood disintegrated as she hit it.

She rolled as she hit the ground, only stopping when she hit the glass door of the shower, cracking it as she did.

“Run!” she shouted as she stumbled back up to her feet. Blood was pouring down over half her face.

The troll had already turned its attention back to me, winding up for another hit.

Lilly’s voice broke through my shock, and with the help of a burst of adrenaline, I rolled off of Amber and charged toward the hole that had once been a wall.

I somehow managed to duck under the troll’s swiping hand and charged out into the parking lot. The asphalt felt like magma under my bare feet, but if anything, it added to my motivation to not stop moving.

I glanced over my shoulder to see the thing turning away from Amber and lumbering toward me.

I was glad to see that the troll was only interested in me. I would not have been able to live with myself if it had gone after Amber as I’d run. If I’d thought of that first, I probably wouldn’t have run, but Lilly’s command had just forced my legs into motion.

It didn’t duck quite enough as it passed the outside wall, and the hole was now bigger by one square troll head.

It took the troll a few steps to build up any steam, but once it was moving, it was really moving. I hadn’t stopped running until I reached the road on the other side of the parking lot, but the monster caught up quicker than I would have liked.

I turned to check up on its progress just in time to see it looming over me, club raised over its head.

I screamed and dove to one side. The asphalt of the road blew apart in chunks. Countless pieces of the shrapnel cut paths through my face and torso.

I ignored the pinpricks of pain that sprung up all over and forced myself back up onto my feet.

Then Lilly was there. The troll had flicked its other hand up in a casual backhand slap that would have caught me square in the chest. Instead, it caught Lilly just as she teleported in. She didn’t even have time to bring her daggers into the hand.

She was thrown back into me, and the two of us skidded across the pavement.

I screamed again from the pain of the road-rash. Lilly just let out a hiss through gritted teeth.

The troll lumbered toward us, only needing a few steps to reach us. It raised the club, ready to turn us both into pulp.

Lilly rolled over, wrapping her arms around me, and we teleported.

She didn’t take us far, just behind the troll, who was lifting its club and inspecting the space we’d been a second before. “Huh?” it rumbled.

“Jamie!” Amber charged toward us. She was still only wearing the towel, which somehow hadn’t lost its hold.

She was carrying a blanket from one of the beds in her arms.

The troll turned at the sound of her voice. It saw me as it was spinning and promptly lost interest in Amber.

Lilly hadn’t let go of me yet, and she grunted from apparent effort as she teleported us right beside Amber.

“We need to get out of here,” Lilly said. “I am at my limit. I can travel maybe twice more, and they will be short.”

“Here.” Amber shoved the blanket into my arms. Holding that up to her chest had been holding her towel in place, and it fell away.

She caught it just in time before I was treated to a view that, I will be honest, I had wanted to see since high school.

“What am I supposed to do with this?” I demanded.

Lilly grabbed both of us, and we were teleported away again.

The troll roared in frustration as we vanished out of the way of its swing.

“Blind it,” Amber hissed quietly. “I’ll distract it. Lilly, save that last one for when it matters.”

I looked from the blanket to the back of the troll. Blind it, she says. I didn’t know why she had so much faith in me, but I figured I might as well try.

I was getting really tired of just watching Lilly get hurt every time something attacked us. I was supposed to protect her, too. She’d said that was a Leasher’s responsibility.

Though I didn’t need the title to want to at least try to protect these two. I cared about them enough that I didn’t need an excuse to try.

The troll still hadn’t noticed us behind it and was slowly scanning the parking lot. It wouldn’t take long for it to turn and spot us.

Amber took off in one direction, holding her towel tight with one hand and waving with the other. “Over here, shit-for-brains!”

The troll snapped its head in her direction and started its slow build-up of a run.

I ran toward it as quickly as I could. I only had one idea. It was dumb as hell, but it was all I could think of.

I caught up with it before it built up too much speed. Jumping, I caught hold of the rough club, just as the troll raised it up.

I held on with one arm while clutching the blanket with the other.

The troll raised the club up over its head. I apparently didn’t weigh enough for the thing to even notice a difference with the club.

As soon as I was directly over the thing’s head, I released my grip. I slid down the club and landed on top of the troll’s head.

It definitely noticed me now. I draped myself over its head, holding my breath at the sudden gust of sulfur and what had to be actual shit as it roared at me. I dropped the blanket down in front of its face, doing my best to wrap it up over the eyes.

It let out a confused and angry cry at the sudden blindness. Its free hand caught me around my ankles and tried to pull me off.

I held on to the blanket as tightly as I could. It caught under the troll’s chin, and I found myself actually having to hold on or drop the blanket.

I let out another pained scream as I tried to keep my grip.

The troll pulled, grunting in frustration as the blanket tightened around its face as it pulled harder and I didn’t let go.

The blanket started to rip.

“Lilly!” I shouted. “Now!”

Lilly appeared on the troll’s shoulder. The monster jerked in surprise at the sensation of another opponent on top of it that it couldn’t see.

Lilly used one hand to steady herself on the troll’s head, then used the other to drive her dagger in and out of the blanket that covered the troll’s face. She stabbed the face, then the neck, one, then the other, and kept going until the troll fell forward.

Its grip loosened from my legs, and I dropped back down into the back of its head as it smashed into the parking lot.

“We should probably get going, yeah?” I said to Lilly.

“Agreed.”

Lilly helped me to my feet. My adrenaline was wearing off, and I almost fell right back over as the pain hit me all at once.

Both Amber and Lilly were at my side, holding me up.

“That was dope, dude. Very heroic,” Amber said, giving me a tight hug.

“Get him in the car,” Amber said to Lilly. “I’ll grab our stuff.”

With Lilly’s help, I made it to the car and collapsed into the back seat.

Amber was there a second later. She’d thrown on a pair of gym shorts and a loose-fitting t-shirt. She tossed both bags into the back seat with me.

Lilly climbed into the passenger seat and Amber into the driver’s.

We peeled out of the parking lot just as the sound of sirens were audible somewhere in the distance.
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We drove in silence until the sound of the sirens was lost behind us.

The stretch of road we were driving was almost completely devoid of any other cars. Any time we saw any other travelers, we tensed until they were out of sight again.

It had taken the first car driving past for Amber and me to remember that Lilly was naked, so she was now dressed in some of Amber’s clothes. As she had predicted, they didn’t fit her super well, but at leas she wasn’t giving everyone that passed us a free show.

“How did they find us?” I asked when I was sure it was safe to do so.

“I’m sorry,” Lilly said. “I thought my protection would shield all of us from detection, but I was wrong. Ironwood clearly has some powerful Leashes.”

“Either that or someone saw us and reported us. Just as likely. Don’t beat yourself up over it, babes,” Amber said. “The two of us are definitely going to draw attention. Two total smoke-shows traveling with this schlub? Yeah right! I bet the waitress at the diner assumed we were being trafficked and called it in.”

“What the hell?” I demanded. “Why am I the kidnapper?”

“Not kidnapper,” Amber corrected. “Human trafficker. It’s a very real and serious problem. Didn’t you see Taken? Don’t be part of the problem, Jamie. Be part of the solution.”

“I don’t want to be part of the problem! Let me be part of the solution in this scenario!”

“Look, dude, I know you’re a good guy. Lilly knows you’re a good guy. The waitress? She doesn’t know that.”

“I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, Amber,” Lilly said, leaning across from the passenger seat to give Amber a peck on the cheek. “But it doesn’t change the fact that this is a failing on my part, whether or not the scenario you have described is accurate.”

“Not your fault,” I said. “We’re in this together.”

“That is correct,” Lilly said, turning to face me. “Which is why we need to figure out what powers you have as soon as possible, Jamie.”

“I thought my power was being a Leasher?”

She shook her head. “No, you’ll have powers of your own, too. How else would you be expected to protect your Leashes?”

“I don’t think I have any powers.”

“You most certainly do. I can sense it through our bond. There is something there.”

“You can? What kind?” I asked.

“I do not know. But we can find out.”

“How?”

“Try to use them.”

“Is that a good idea while driving?” Amber asked.

Lilly studied me, tilting her head to the side and squinting. It was adorable. “I don’t believe his power will be anything destructive. I don’t sense that through our bond.”

“So even if I do unlock my powers, you’re saying I’m still not going to be useful in a fight. Awesome.” I sank deeper into my seat, feeling even more deflated than before.

“I did not say that.” Lilly straightened in her seat, offended that I would suggest such a thing. “You might have the ability to buff or protect. Or you might even have stealth abilities. Or any number of things. I am just stating that I sense nothing destructive.”

“So, no fireballs?” I asked.

“Exactly.”

“And you can really sense that through our bond?”

“I can. I’ve been slowly trying to teach you how to sense me through our bond. Eventually, you will be able to do that without touching me.” Her ears turned red as she was clearly remembering the same thing I was. My hand around her neck, the warmth. The hunger.

She cleared her throat. “But once you know what to look for, you will be able to do the same thing with me. Even Amber, if she agrees to it.”

“Still thinking about it,” Amber said. “Been thinking about what my pact might be. Might take you up on the offer if you think it’d give me powers.”

“Yeah?” I leaned forward so I was between the two women. “Let’s figure out our superpowers together, man.”

Amber grinned at that. “You know what? Fuck it, let’s figure this shit out.”

“Hell yeah!” I held up a fist to Amber, who laughed and completed the offered fist bump.

“Okay, so what kind of powers could Jamie have?” Amber asked. “Maybe a speedster?”

Lilly shook her head. “I would have expected a power like that to activate when he was running away from the troll.”

“And I definitely don’t have a healing factor,” I said, showing the still-bleeding road rash on my arms.

“Oh shit, dude. Why didn’t you clean that up? Front pocket of my duffel, I think that’s where I put the first aid kit. At least get some antibiotics on there. And stop the bleeding.”

I sat back and dug around in the bag until I found the first-aid kit. I started treating my wounds as we discussed my potential powers.

“Super strength?” Amber asked.

Lilly made a face. “Definitely not.”

“Ouch,” I said. “You don’t think I’m strong?”

“Ooh, maybe he’s a necromancer?” Amber said, really liking that option for some reason.

“No. That would be useful, but that is more of a learned skill. He’d have to have an aptitude for magic, and I am not sure if that’s the case. Either way, he would have to learn necromancy. It is not something you are born with.”

“Hm, so does it work more like a Devil Fruit or something?” Amber asked.

“A what?” Lilly asked.

I laughed. “The One Piece, The One Piece is real!”

“Fuckin’ love that shit,” Amber agreed. “Nico Robin best girl.”

“You would like Robin,” I said.

“You telling me you don’t? How dare you! She just wants to live, man.”

“I did not say that at all. All straw hats are the best. Just saying, you’re a nerd, you would identify with the archeologist.”

“I still do not know what you two are talking about,” Lilly said.

“I’ll show you when we have some downtime. Next chance we have for a marathon, okay?” I promised.

Amber laughed as she thought of something. “Hey, maybe you’re a magical girl.”

“Oh yeah? You always did love Sailor Moon.”

“She solos every verse, Jamie, you know that.”

“I don’t think Jamie is a magical girl,” Lilly said.

Amber stopped laughing. “Magical girls are real?”

“Oh yes. But they tend to be incredibly powerful. Diamond rank at the least. Jamie isn’t that strong yet.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“It is unusual for a Leasher to be stronger than their first Leash. I am not implying it is impossible, but in general the first Leash is stronger. I am strong, but not that strong.”

“I’m still kind of stuck on the fact that magical girls actually exist,” Amber said. “That is so fucking awesome.”

“I’ve never seen one,” Lilly said, “but I studied some of the potential Leashes as I was preparing to begin my search for Jamie. They’re called different things in different worlds. Arcane Maidens, Spell Blessed, Magical Girls. But despite what they may be called, it is universally accepted that they are some of the strongest potential Leashes a Leasher could find.”

“Damn… We gotta find one at some point, right?” I said, making eye contact with Amber through the rearview mirror.

“Definitely. Oh, most definitely,” she agreed.

“Also, what do you mean when you say solo?” Lilly asked.

❖

We weren’t able to come to a consensus on what my powers might be, but we managed to drive pretty far that day.

We’d decided we were going to avoid any major cities and just stick to the small towns, or even just truck stops if we could help it. At least until we had a solid plan.

Lilly had made the argument that I was more likely to find a Leash in a more populated area, but had conceded that more people also meant more potential ways Dean Ironwood could find us.

So, we would keep driving until we found somewhere we thought we would be safer, or until I figured out whatever my powers were. Then we’d figure out our next step.

We stopped at the first station we came across. Amber paid in cash and bought a pack of energy drinks for the two of us and an assortment of cured meats to tide us over until we found some real food.

I took over behind the wheel after a while, and Amber passed out in the back seat, using her duffel as a pillow.

Lilly also passed out in the passenger seat for a few hours. When she woke up, I noted that her road rash had completely healed.

“Tell me about the Glade,” I said, not able to stand the silence of the car anymore.

“What would you like to know?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Whatever you want to tell me. What was it like growing up there? Who were your friends? Did you go to school? I dunno, just tell me something.”

She thought for a few minutes, gathering her thoughts. “The world I am from is large. Much bigger than yours. There are many continents, all separated from each other by oceans that are almost impossible to sail. Only Elven oracles are able to navigate the storms. The Glade is on a small continent, hidden deep in a dark forest. Just like the waves, only the Elves of the Glade can navigate the shadows to find it.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And there, in the center of the wood, is the Glade. The sun there, Jamie. It shines more golden than any light you’ve ever seen. The smell of wildflowers permeates the air. I wish you could smell those flowers.”

“I have a feeling I might know what they smell like,” I said.

“Oh?”

“Anyway, keep going. Tell me more.”

“Elf children are a rare treasure in the Glade. And all are the responsibility of the entire community. There were five of us. Children, I mean. We grew up swimming in the icy streams and sleeping under the countless stars. Every day was the greatest adventure we had known. We were still young when the Elders decided we should participate in the Game of Chains. I was only thirty-five.”

“Still older than me,” I said.

She smiled at me fondly, but otherwise ignored my statement and kept talking. “So, to the question about school, the rest of my youth was spent learning about the Game. Studying the types of Leashes and how to fight them. And mastering my gift for travel, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Then I learned about you. The oracle told me about you and how you were my best chance at winning the Game.”

“What exactly did they tell you about me?”

“That you are unmotivated when it comes to your own station, but incredibly passionate about others. Your dream is for a world where everyone is cared for. And that you have a foot fetish.”

“What!? No I don’t,” I insisted.

“Mhm.” She pulled her feet up under her, making sure that the sole of her right foot was staring right at me.

“Do not,” I said again, absolutely not enjoying the view. I was not enjoying the view! Stop it!

“I was taught other things: how to please a man in various ways. Specifically, the ways the oracles had foreseen you would be open to.”

“So, they⁠—”

“No,” she interrupted, cutting off my first question before I could ask it. “I was given books and… aids, to practice with. But you were my first sexual encounter.”

“Really?” I asked. “But you’re so good with your,” I stopped, and checked the back seat. Amber was still passed out. I whispered anyway. “You’re so good with your mouth. Never done that before?”

“First time.”

“Damn, girl. Natural born talent over here.”

“I am very glad you think so.”

“Do you miss it?” I asked. “The Glade, I mean.”

“Very, very much.” Her voice cracked a little.

“Will you ever be able to go back?”

“If we win the game, yes.”

“Okay. Then that means we’ve gotta win this game.”

I drove until I couldn’t stay awake anymore. Amber took over again, and I passed out.

I woke to Amber poking me from the driver’s seat without looking back.

It was dark out. A deep darkness that reminded me of road trips with my parents. Of falling asleep in the back, not able to imagine any world at all beyond the car window.

Amber poked me again, freeing me from the grips of nostalgia.

“I’m awake,” I said, slapping her hand away.

“Oh, sorry. Hey, there’s a rest stop coming up. I know we got the caffeine if we need it, but I’m thinking we might as well just pull over and actually all get a few hours of real sleep. What do you think?”

“As real as sleeping in a car can get,” I said.

“A not moving car. Makes a difference, dude. I had the weirdest dreams while you were driving.”

“What about?” Lilly asked.

“Jamie being into feet. Can you believe that?”

“Not at all,” Lilly said, completely honest and not at all lying.

“This seat folds down, right?” I asked.

“It does. Want all three of us to get cozy back there?” Amber asked. “All our feet just out?”

I glared at her reflection in the mirror. “Maybe.”

We pulled into the rest stop and all piled out to stretch. We’d made a few stops before this, but just to swap places. I realized I hadn’t pissed in hours.

I excused myself from the ladies and rushed to the restroom.

I did a quick count of the area as I went. I saw two semis parked in the area reserved for the big trucks, and one other car on our side.

There was a man standing next to the car, having a hushed but heated conversation on his phone.

That car was gone by the time I finished my business.

I made a detour to hit the vending machines, a sudden craving for chocolate and peanut butter hitting me.

I realized that in all the time I’d known Lilly, I hadn’t introduced her to junk food yet. Not beyond the jerky Amber had bought for us that morning.

“We haven’t eaten today,” I said to one machine as I realized it was true. “That is not healthy.”

I slid a few bucks into the machines and walked away with some candy bars, a couple bags of chips, and a few sodas. The chips counted as a vegetable, so I was at least trying to be healthier.

Amber and Lilly weren’t at the car when I got back, so I settled on the hood and cracked open my cola.

“Superrr,” I said to myself, just stopping short of posing.

Amber returned first and climbed up next to me. “Lilly said she might be a little while.”

“Oh no. Was it the jerky?”

Amber nodded solemnly. “I’m afraid so. I just realized we haven’t eaten today.”

“I got us covered.” I handed her one of the bags of chips.

“Sour cream and onion, ah, you do care.”

“And that’s not all.” I presented her with the two remaining sodas. “I got a selection so Lilly could try new things. Which would you like?”

“So thoughtful,” she said, hand to chest in mock amazement. “Gimme that root beer, my guy.”

I cracked it open and handed it to her. She took a swig, closing her eyes and moaning. “God, it is so warm out here, and this is so cold. Makes me horny.”

“Root beer makes you horny?”

“Yes, that’s what I said. Got a problem with that?”

“No. Just filing that away.”

“Don’t you dare use my love for beverages against me, Jamie Beckett. I’ll never forgive you.”

“Peanut butter M&M?” I asked.

“All is forgiven.” She held a hand out, and I filled it for her. She downed the handful in one shot.

“Hey, so I’ve been thinking about the whole me-becoming-a-Leash thing.”

“Yeah?”

She held her can in her lap and stared at it, as though it would answer for her. Finally, she looked up at me, expression serious.

“Why did you take that shitty job? There was an opening for an accountant at the paper. I said I could get you hired. Did you not want to work with me?”

“No, no. God, I would have loved to work with you.” I sighed. “I don’t know, man. Maybe I should have. But I think I just knew I’d fuck it up somehow. And that’d have made you look bad. I couldn’t do that to you.”

“So you went with the job that you knew sucked and would never pay you a living wage because you didn’t want to make me look bad? Why not just actually suck it up and try so you could have a decent job and also not make me look bad?”

I shrugged. “I dunno, dude. I’m not a smart man.”

“Yes, you are,” she argued. “Only reason I got through college is because you helped me.”

“Bullshit. You’re the smartest person I know. If anything, it’s the opposite.”

“You’re right, I am smart. That’s how I know you’re not dumb.”

“Thanks for saying that, but my point stands. I may be smart, according to you and only you, but I make dumb decisions all the time.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

“Speaking of dumb decisions, we were supposed to be talking about you becoming my Leash. What do you say?”

She forced a laugh. “Sure, why not?” She turned away from me, hiding her expression behind her root beer.

“Hey, do you remember when we were kids?” she asked.

“Yeah. Any specific moment you’re thinking of?”

“Remember when we found Myrtle in the woods behind our houses?”

Amber had lived two houses down from me. There had been a small forest—grove of trees, really—behind the neighborhood that we used to explore.

We’d found a wounded black cat on one of our expeditions. Amber had taken it home and, with her mother’s help, nursed it back to health. She’d had that cat for almost a decade.

“Of course I do,” I answered. “How could I forget that little bitch?”

Myrtle had not really liked me. Or if she had, she showed her affection in the form of bites and scratches. But Amber had loved that cat, so I tolerated it.

“Is it weird that when I think about my parents, I almost miss Myrtle more than them?”

“Maybe a little weird.”

The cat, surprisingly, hadn’t died of old age. It had died in a house fire that had also killed Amber’s parents.

We were in college when it happened. She’d been studying in my dorm room when she got the call. She’d cried in my arms all night. I hadn’t been able to find the words, then or since, to express how sorry I was for what had happened.

“Sorry, I don’t know why I brought that up.” She blinked away tears. “Just been thinking about her lately.”

I didn’t say anything, just dropped another M&M in my mouth.

“I’ve also been thinking about the promise we made that summer.”

I searched for the memory. “Which one?”

Amber actually looked hurt at that. “You don’t remember?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry. Remind me.”

“It was right after we found little Myrtle. The vet had just given us the good news that she was going to make it. And we’d just finished one of our dumb games. The one where you pretended to be Bigfoot, and I was a hunter. Remember that?”

“We did play that one a lot,” I laughed. “I’d try to sneak up on you before you could shoot me.”

She held up a hand and formed a finger gun. “Bang.”

“So we’d just finished a game of Bigfoot Hunter. Then what?”

“We were sitting by the fire in your parents’ backyard.”

“Yeah!” I sat up straight at the memory. “You asked if we’d be friends forever.”

“You do remember.” The look of relief on her face made my chest ache.

“Of course. You made me stand up and recite some silly oath you’d written for the occasion.”

She laughed. “God, kids are stupid. But, yeah! I was thinking maybe we could recite the oath again? Maybe that’s how we bond? Lilly said it depended on the Leasher and the Leash right? So, maybe that means we get to make up the rules?”

“Okay. Worth a shot. Do you remember the words?”

She shook her head. “Been trying to remember. Figured if I can’t get it down, maybe I just have a threesome with you and Lilly and see if that does the trick.”

“What?”

She winked at me and nodded her head toward the restrooms.

Lilly was making her way toward us. She waved excitedly and ran when she saw us looking. “Sorry that took so long,” she said with a wide grin. “I had to wash my hands and feet. Those floors were disgusting.”

“We’re going to get you some sandals or something, babes,” Amber said. “No man is worth doing that to yourself.”
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We put the seat down in the back, and Lilly kept watch as Amber and I slept.

It was hot and uncomfortable, but we were tired enough that we were able to sleep until sunrise.

We used the facilities one more time and stocked up at the vending machines before hitting the road again.

It was around noon when we hit a more populated area.

The first sign that we would see more people was the billboard promising truckers a rest stop that included gas, food, and hot showers.

We all agreed that a shower was what we needed if we were going to keep going at our current pace.

The stop wasn’t too busy. I saw the same two trucks that had been parked at the rest stop with us, and a handful of cars parked in front of the convenience store. In the time it took us to park, two of those had pulled out and left.

I used a little bit of my meager cash pile to buy us all food from the convenience store while Amber paid for three showers.

She met us in the picnic area and gave each of us our ticket. Since there was no one else currently using the showers, we were free to just use them whenever we were ready.

“I paid for three, but I don’t think anyone will care if you two share,” Amber said, dropping onto the bench and accepting the sandwich I offered.

“I will be right by your side if you need me,” Lilly assured her before grabbing our toiletry bag.

We used the code on my ticket to let ourselves into the bathroom area.

The room had been cleaned recently based on the subtle smell of bleach.

I’d barely locked the door behind us and Lilly had already stripped down to nothing.

Before I’d fully turned toward her, she had wrapped her arms around me and snaked a hand up to my head. I accepted the invitation and bent down to kiss her.

She moaned almost as soon as our lips touched, and I pulled back.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

“You sure you want it?” I asked, taking my shirt off.

“Please,” she begged.

I bent down again, kissing her deeper. She returned the passion in kind, but somehow found the focus to undo my belt.

I slid out of my pants and underwear, and immediately her hand was there, stroking my cock.

I grew hard quickly, but restrained myself. I wanted to just pick her up and slip her onto me, but I had to make her ask for it.

I wrapped one hand in her hair, gripping tight, and with the other I found my way between her legs.

I spread her pussy lips open, and ran my middle finger up and down the length, feeling the wetness of her. I made sure to caress her clit with every pass.

She gasped every time, but I kept my mouth firmly on hers.

She tried to pull back, likely to ask me to put it inside her, but I held her in place with the hand in her hair. She did not stop kissing me back.

Finally, she bit my lip gently and refused to move her mouth with mine anymore, her gasping breath as I teased her clit the only movement her mouth made.

I pulled back and looked at her expectantly. She was still stroking me as she met my eyes. “May I please have you inside me, Master?” she asked.

I did just as I had wanted to and lifted her up off the ground. With her hand still around my cock, she guided me inside her.

It was as warm and wonderful as I remembered.

She wrapped her legs around me, her thighs wonderfully warm and soft against me. I began to thrust, and she arched her back in delight. She reached behind herself, balancing against the tiled wall.

Her breasts swelled up with the motion, her raspberry nipples dancing with every stroke.

“Harder,” she moaned. “Fuck me harder, Master.”

I shifted us into the shower stall and turned the water on. I figured if I was going to fuck her harder, she might make more noise. The truck stop wasn’t super busy, but I should try to be considerate.

The water came out cold at first, and Lilly gasped in shock, her already hard nipples stiffening even further.

I didn’t stop moving, just did my best to give her what she asked for.

The water warmed up quickly, and before long the entire room was filled with steam.

Lilly lowered herself to the floor, letting my cock slip out. She turned around and bent over for me, spreading herself wide enough that it was impossible for me to miss my target.

I moved up against her, my right hand wrapping around her throat as I pushed her into the glass door of the shower. Her tits smashed against the glass beautifully.

Again, as my hand tightened around her throat, I felt the warm pulse of what I now recognized as our bond.

I twisted her head around so I could kiss her as I reinserted myself into her pussy.

She growled deep in her chest at that, returning my kiss with a feral need.

She moved a hand to mine around her throat and squeezed gently. I took the cue and tightened my grip.

Her mouth opened in that perfect ring.

With her other hand, she grabbed mine from her waist and moved it up to her tits. That meant I had to pull back, so she wasn’t smashed against the glass, and I was treated to an oddly satisfying sight of two perfect boob imprints on the steamed-up glass.

I leaned back against the wall of the shower as I pulled her back to rest against my chest.

I kept pumping, hypnotized by the feel of her, the sound she made, and the cloying warmth of the shower.

She let out a sudden gasp, one hand shooting up to catch me around the back of my neck.

“Master, Master,” she moaned in time with each thrust, her voice growing more and more urgent. Her gasps grew louder as I moved faster inside her.

Her feet almost gave way beneath her, and I had to hold her up so she wouldn’t fall.

Her walls tightened around my cock as she came.

“Oh, fuck, Jamie,” she shouted, loud enough that I was sure anyone outside this room heard it.

That was all I needed.

She moaned in delight as I pulled myself out of her, my cum spilling out with me.

“Thank you, Master,” she said, reaching up and cupping my face before kissing me.

❖

I left the shower smelling like lavender and feeling like a million bucks. Lilly was beaming and skipping beside me.

She looked even prettier than usual wearing some of Amber’s clothes that actually fit surprisingly well. A white t-shirt under a black sleeveless top tucked into a pair of shorts that, with the help of a belt, hugged her hips surprisingly well.

“Don’t you two look pleased with yourselves,” Amber said. She was nursing one of the massive cans of caffeine we’d bought the day before.

“It was a lovely shower, thank you for asking,” Lilly said.

“I can tell. You both got that afterglow about you.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I’m going to go take my shower now. Alone. Maybe I’ll rub one out while I’m in there,” she said, giving us both the stink eye as she grabbed her stuff and headed off.

“I don’t know what she’s so upset about. It was her idea,” I said, sitting down on the bench.

“She’s not truly upset,” Lilly said, sitting down next to me.

“I know. She just needs to get laid. Been a while, I think.”

Lilly made a contemplative sound as she watched Amber enter the building.

I pulled out the food I’d bought for us and handed Lilly her subpar burger as I tore into my own.

“Whatcha thinking about?” I asked around a mouthful.

“What were you and Amber discussing last night while I was… preoccupied?”

“You mean while you were shitting?”

She blushed. “Yes.”

“We were talking about when we were kids. She was reminding me of this silly pledge we made to each other when we were, God, I think we were nine or ten? I don’t remember exactly.”

“A pledge?”

“Yeah, an oath to always be friends, or something like that.”

“You should never refer to an oath as silly. Even if you were just children.”

“You’re probably right. She was pretty sincere about it. And I’ve kept my end up, so I didn’t think it was silly either. Anyway, she thinks if we recite it again it might be our best bet at making her my Leash. Think that’d work?”

“If the two of you think it will work, then it will work.”

“So, we really do just get to make up the rules?”

“Essentially, yes.”

“Sweet.”

I cracked open the now-warm cola I’d bought earlier and offered her a sip.

She shook her head and wrinkled her nose. “I dislike that one. Tastes like, well, I don’t really know what it tastes like. But it is unpleasant.”

“Glass cleaner,” I said.

“What?”

“Anytime I give up soda—for health reasons. This stuff will kill you; never drink it—I always give up and get one. That first sip always tastes the way glass cleaner smells.”

“Yet you continue to drink it?”

I shrugged. “It’s an acquired taste.”

She shook her head. “Can we return to the subject of Amber as a Leash?”

“Mhm,” I said through a sip of sweet, sweet poison.

“We need to determine what powers you have.”

“That’s not about Amber,” I said. “But I agree. Where do we start?”

She pulled away from me so she could turn to consider me.

She pulled her legs up and sat cross-legged on the bench while she thought.

“I get the sense you are likely a support Leasher.”

“Support? Like buffs, or healing, or something?”

She nodded. “If you were to categorize me, I am an attack type. From what I remember of how the Glade’s Oracles paired up Leashes with potential Leashers, they chose pairs that compliment each other.”

“That makes sense. Though, can I say that I still feel kind of weird that some old elves paired us up fifty years ago.”

“Does that make you uncomfortable?”

“Maybe? I dunno. Just never thought I’d be some sort of chosen one or anything.”

“I wouldn’t classify you as a chosen one.”

“Oh…”

“I don’t mean that in a bad way. It’s just that Leashers, while not common, aren’t nearly as rare as heroes of prophecy.”

“So, chosen ones are a thing?”

“Of course they are. Now, if you were able to Leash one of those…”

I laughed. “That would be pretty awesome, huh?”

Lilly grinned at my laugh. “Yes, yes, it would.”

“Okay, I’m back on track. My powers? You’re thinking I’m a support type? And you’re silver tier, yeah?”

“By the assessment of the Oracles, yes, I am silver tier. Good job remembering. I must make sure to reward you for that later.”

“Stop trying to distract me, woman,” I said. “I’m trying to share my excellent theory of how we discover my power.”

“Oh? Please, Master, do tell.” She grinned at me playfully.

“Here’s something else you can reward me for later. You also said it’s incredibly uncommon for a Leasher to be stronger than their first Leash.”

She clapped her hands. “The rewards keep growing,” she said.

“So, that means we can at least narrow me down to silver or under, yeah?”

She thought about that for a second. “Yes, I think that’s correct.”

I sat back and took a celebratory bite of my burger, very proud of myself.

“That still leaves an extensive list of potential powers, but you have effectively cut the possibilities in half.”

I felt slightly less proud of myself, but I tried to hold on to the little pride I had left. “Glad I could help.”

She lay back on the bench, staring up at the cotton clouds that moved over the blue sky. She stretched out her legs and placed her feet in my lap.

“I don’t think healer. A lot of healing powers also require some knowledge of anatomy or the flow of energy,” she said, as she started to move the ball of her right foot against my junk.

“Yeah, probably not that one. We can probably rule out anything that requires any sort of prerequisite knowledge.” I did my best not to react to her teasing me.

“I do not believe that at all,” she said, lifting her head up enough to glare at me. “Do not let me catch you disrespecting my master again.” She jabbed gently with the foot.

“Oof. Okay, I won’t. I promise.”

“Good.” She lay back down and continued the gentle circling motion with her foot. “Perhaps you, hm, no, I don’t think that one is right either.” She started talking to herself, muttering under her breath in that musical birdsong.

“You know I don’t understand Elvish,” I said.

“Hm? Oh, that is not Elvish. That is the language of the Glade. It is unique to my clan.”

“So, Elves speak it?”

“Yes, I guess that is true.”

“It’s a beautiful language,” I said. “But I would like to be able to understand you.”

“I’m sorry, Jamie. I was lost in thought. Here, instead of me just speculating, how about I give you another lesson? Then you can earn more rewards later?” Her foot increased tempo for a heartbeat.

“That sounds wonderful.”

She lifted herself up on her elbows so she could meet my eyes again. “Do you remember the first tier?”

“Leaf,” I answered.

“Very good.” The left foot joined the right. “What about the final tier?”

“Diamond,” I managed to get out.

She grinned, increasing pressure slightly. “Well done. I do not believe I have listed any others for you, other than my own.”

“Silver,” I answered, just in case that would earn me a reward.

“Exactly. Now, the tiers are as follows: Leaf, Stone, Iron, Copper, Silver, Gold, and Diamond.”

“So you’re pretty close to the top?” I asked.

She shook her head. “As I believe I stated before, the gap between myself and a diamond is greater than the gap between myself and Leaf, despite the number of tiers separating the two. Each tier is a substantial step up from the last.”

“Okay,” I said, trying really hard to focus on the lesson despite what she was doing with her feet.

“A tier is determined by multiple factors. First is base aptitude. A Leashes natural, untrained capacity for power. Next is their ability. In my case, my healing and aptitude for travel. After that, it gets a little more abstract, using metrics like physical strength, intelligence, learned skills, and so on. Does that make sense so far?”

I nodded. “Yeah, actually.”

“Good. I will be testing you on this later.”

I grinned at that. “Oh, the joke’s on you; I always test well.”

She returned my grin with a hungry one of her own. “Pleased to hear it. I would hate to withhold your reward.” Her expression dropped as she stared past me.

I turned to follow her gaze. Standing at the edge of the grassy picnic area, hovering around the post that indicated where dogs should shit, was a figure wearing a long black trench coat, sunglasses, and a broad-brimmed hat.

I knew immediately that this guy worked for Ironwood.

“Can we not get any sort of break?” I demanded of the universe.

“We need to run right now,” Lilly said, slowly lowering her feet to the ground. Every muscle was tense, like a cat when an unknown dog entered the room.

“You can’t take him?” I asked.

“Definitely not,” she said. “He’s a dragon.”
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“You have got to be shitting me,” I said.

I hadn’t finished speaking before the figure was sprinting toward us, trench coat billowing behind him. He moved so fast that neither Lilly nor I even managed to get fully to our feet.

With every step he grew in size, skin breaking apart to reveal shining ruby scales beneath.

The skin of his face shed away like paper to reveal a lizard-like snout. He opened his mouth and roared. The mouth opened double what I would have expected, but it still wasn’t wide enough to explain the fireball that few toward us. It was about the size of a mid-sized sedan.

“No, no, no!” I threw my arms up in a worthless attempt to block the fire.

Lilly’s protection spell activated, and she teleported in front of me. She spun around and wrapped herself around me, a meaningless gesture in the face of the approaching fireball.

There wasn’t even enough time for her to teleport us away. Not with how fast the fire was moving. I knew it instinctively as the impossibly fast sphere of flames almost enveloped us.

The car-sized explosion hit the air directly in front of us and dispersed as though it had hit a wall.

Lilly spun around to marvel at the miracle that had saved us. “Defensive magic!” she shouted, laughing. “I knew it! You are a support type!”

“I did that?” I asked in shock.

“I can feel it.” She spun around, face beaming. “I can feel that magic came from you. You can make shields!”

“Can we take the dragon with my shields?” I asked, pointing back at the still-growing figure charging us.

“Most assuredly not. We need to get Amber and get out of here.”

She grabbed my arm, and we ran toward the building.

The transforming dragon changed direction to follow us. He had been moving so fast at first, but he seemed to slow down as he grew. Not as much as I would have liked, though.

We pushed our way through the door of the truck stop and rushed toward the row of doors that held the showers at the back.

The clerk at the counter was craning his neck to see what had happened outside.

“Get out of here,” I shouted at him as Lilly and I passed into the back area of the rest stop.

The crashing of glass behind us, and the quick, cut-off scream told me my warning hadn’t come soon enough. That was gonna bother me a lot later.

We passed the rooms marked as toilets and back into the section with the showers.

I found the one room with the light on, indicating it was in use, and smashed my body into the door.

“Occupied,” Amber’s irritated voice came back over the running water.

“Amber, open up!” I shouted. “We have to go, now!”

Before Amber could respond, Lilly grabbed me and teleported.

Wildflowers mixed with the scent of cocoa butter and honey as we landed in the room.

Amber spun to face us, hands up shampooing her hair. For one beautiful moment, I was able to forget that a fire-breathing dragon was charging in behind us.

Her breasts were even bigger than I had imagined. Her clothing did a better job of hiding them than I would have guessed.

Her nipples and areola were also lighter than I expected. Almost invisible against her skin.

I couldn’t enjoy the view for long, though. Lilly dashed in and pulled Amber out of the shower. “We need to run,” she said, surprisingly calm considering everything that was happening. Not to mention the dragon.

I opened the door to check on the dragon’s progress and was dismayed to see it was too late.

The wall that separated the facilities from the rest of the truck stop crumbled under the weight of the now very big dragon.

I watched in horror as it crashed its way through the hallway toward us, the building crumbling around it.

Its mouth opened, this time big enough that I could believe the car-sized mass of fire that appeared before it and rocketed toward us.

The not yet crumbled walls turned to ash in the fireball’s path.

Lilly grabbed my arm, ready to teleport us away, but again, the fire was faster.

Right before the attack had hit, I’d felt nothing but an overwhelming desire to protect both Lilly and Amber. That thought materialized in a perfect sphere that formed around the three of us.

Something about either my shield or maybe the dragon’s increased size changed the outcome.

The fire didn’t stop when it hit the shield. The sphere shimmered bright blue as the flame spread across the surface, then the force of the explosion picked us up and threw us out through the back wall of the shower.

We landed in a heap on a grassy area between the building and the big lot where the truckers parked their trailers.

I could feel my shield break as we hit the ground. As it shattered around us, I noticed where it had come from. I could feel it in the pit of my stomach. I could almost see it in my mind’s eye. Not literally, but it’s what made the most sense in that moment. A pool of energy, like a resource in a video game.

I felt that if I just tried a little harder, I might actually be able to do this on command.

Amber and Lilly disentangled themselves from me and scrambled to their feet. Lilly grabbed my arm and hauled me up behind her.

From the parking lot, a man in a stained shirt was leaning out of his truck and staring with his mouth wide open. I couldn’t tell if he was staring at the hole in the wall or Amber’s impressive tits.

From above, the dragon crashed down on top of the trucker and his truck.

It had grown again and was almost double the size of the semi it had just crushed. The vehicle exploded with the impact, shrouding the ruby-scaled monster in flame.

Before it could emerge from the flame in what I was sure would be a very impressive showing, Lilly grabbed Amber and me by the arm and teleported.

We landed right in front of the car.

Amber had given us the keys before she’d gone to shower, just in case. Which turned out to be a good thing, since she had no pockets at the moment.

Lilly shoved the keys into Amber’s hand, and the nude woman hurriedly unlocked the vehicle.

We all piled inside, Amber starting the car and putting it in gear before I was even fully seated.

The tires squealed, and we tore out of the parking lot.

The dragon roared behind us, and the air rocked with another explosion.

I guessed the flames had found their way to the pumps.

I watched from the back window as the entire truck stop vanished behind a wall of black smoke and red fire.

The car bounced and fishtailed from the wave of force from the massive explosion.

The dragon’s wings appeared above the smoke. I’d been right. It was very impressive.

It somehow looked even bigger than it had a moment before. It rose into the sky, horned lizard face scanning the road.

It saw us almost instantly, and its wings snapped with a thunderclap as it dove toward us.

❖

Amber pulled the wheel hard to the right, and the car bounced with the force of the explosion that left a crater of melted asphalt where we’d been an instant before.

She fought with the wheel and put us back on a straight course.

“Is that a mother-fucking dragon?” she demanded.

“I’m afraid so,” Lilly answered.

“God fucking damnit!” Amber replied, swerving again.

We were definitely at a disadvantage. Beyond just being up against a dragon. The road was straight in both directions as far as I could see. The surrounding landscape was flat enough that we could probably jump off the road, but even then, there were no other buildings besides the smoldering ruins behind us, and no hills to hide behind. The massive flying lizard didn’t have to do too much work to catch us.

“Can you create more shields?” Lilly asked me.

“I think so?” I tried to recreate the same feeling from before, but I could tell it wasn’t working.

I was aware of the pool of power inside me, but I still couldn’t quite figure out how I was supposed to use it. Not consciously, anyway.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

Lilly reached out and placed a hand on Amber’s bare shoulder, then grabbed my hand. “If it looks like he’s going to hit us, I will teleport us. I can try to move us as fast as I can away from him, but if he has our scent, even traveling my maximum distance for the day, he will find us.”

“Last stand, then, I guess,” I said.

Amber swerved the car again. The explosion felt closer this time. The car almost tipped completely on its side, but we still had some luck left. It fell back down with a crash and a bounce, but we kept moving.

“Man,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and free of all the manic fear I was feeling, “really could use a Sailor Scout right about now, huh, Amber?”

She made a sound I interpreted as a grunt of acknowledgement.

“You’re busy, I’ll let you focus.”

“Lilly, do it now!” Amber screamed.

But it was too late.

The fireball erupted right in front of us, and the car flew through the flames.

Amber threw her arms up to cover her face. The motion knocked Lilly’s hand off her shoulder right as the elf teleported.

“Amber!” I screamed as Lilly and I landed in the rough brush along the side of the road.

The car careened off the road, enveloped in flames, and smashed into a utility pole. The pole snapped from the impact, collapsing on top of the vehicle and catching fire instantly.

“Amber!” I was already halfway across the road before I realized I was running toward the car at full speed, Lilly right beside me.

Another fireball landed square in the center of what remained of the car. The explosion threw Lilly and me back.

I pushed myself to my knees and crawled toward the pillar of fire. “Amber,” I whispered through my tears.

Lilly was at my side, trying to pull me back.

The dragon landed on the other side of the car and watched us, a cruel gleam in his jewel eyes.

I dropped my head and pounded the road with my fist. “Damn it, damn it. DAMN IT!”

Lilly stopped trying to pull me up. “Jamie,” she said. “Jamie, look.”

I looked up and saw a figure standing inside the fire. It was Amber. She was glowing brighter than the flames that had destroyed the car.

There was something else in the flames with her. It looked like a ribbon made of smoke, dancing back and forth around her.

Amber straightened herself fully and looked back at me before holding up her glowing hand and studying it, front and back.

She had a confused expression as she looked down at herself. Then she doubled over at the waist and screamed.

“Jamie,” Lilly whispered, “I don’t think I was your first Leash.”

❖

“Holy shit,” I said.

“Holy shit,” Lilly said.

Amber slowly floated up out of the fire, her glowing body writhing in pain.

“Lilly is a Magical Girl?” I asked.

“That is very likely, yes,” Lilly answered.

The dragon was staring in as open shock as we were, going so far as to take a step back from the glowing naked woman that was now hovering at his eye level.

Amber contorted in the other direction, straightening, then arching backward. With head thrown back, arms stretched out, and lighthouse tits on full display, she floated higher. I couldn’t help but notice that both her nipples were fully erect. The light escaping her body grew brighter and brighter until I almost couldn’t see the shape behind it.

As she rose, she turned in the air, slowly at first, then faster and faster. The light from her feet flashed even brighter for an instant, and I realized her feet were no longer bare. The flash of light moved up, covering her ankles and then legs up to her thighs.

I felt giddy as I realized what was happening: The light was dressing her. It was an actual, honest to God, Magical Girl transformation.

The same extra-bright flash started from each of her hands, spreading up arms and ending just above the elbow, leaving gloves behind.

“Oh my God.” I grabbed Lilly by the shoulder. “It’s happening. It’s actually happening. It’s a mother-fucking Magical Girl transformation! How is this real?” The fear and despair from just a moment before were gone, temporarily forgotten in this moment of pure magic and wonder.

When it was done, Amber floated back down to the ground, no longer naked. It wasn’t the Japanese sailor uniform I’d half-expected, but it did include boots and socks that went over the knees, giving just the right amount of absolute territory below the short black skirt. The white top was low cut and emphasized her bust and matched the gloves. Her hair was pulled back in an impressive braid that was interwoven with a long, delicate ribbon of shifting colors. A tiara that shifted with the same mesmerizing pattern rested on her brow. In her right hand, she held a sword of light that was as slender and sharp as a needle.

Amber opened her eyes and looked down at herself. She looked up at me; her face was one of pure joy.

“Jamie,” she said so quietly that I could barely hear her, “is this real?”

I nodded excitedly, and her grin grew wider as a tear ran down her cheek.

The dragon recovered from his shock and let out a roar before firing another ball of flames toward Amber.

“No you don’t!” I shouted. Nothing was going to ruin this moment for Amber.

I slammed the shield down in the air above Amber, and the fireball broke around it.

“I think we stand a chance now,” Lilly said.

“Then let’s kill this scaly bitch,” I said.

Lilly vanished from my side, perfuming the air behind her. She appeared above the dragon’s head and landed daggers first.

The blades deflected off the shining scales with a trail of sparks.

The dragon flicked his head up and snapped at Lilly, who stabbed her daggers into the dragon’s teeth, pushing herself back out of the way.

Amber wasted no more time. She moved toward the dragon. She seemed surprised by the first step, letting out a shocked cry when she cleared the distance in a blink.

She brought her slender blade up just in time to slash a gash along the dragon’s belly. He roared in surprise as crimson blood poured from the wound.

He swung a clawed hand bigger than Amber’s body toward her. The claws sparked against the shield that I threw up in the path.

I was finally getting the hang of this.

Amber dashed around the shield and stabbed up into the dragon’s arm. Another stream of blood fell as she cut through the scale armor of the monster.

The dragon roared in pain again, flinging his arm to the side.

Amber’s blade was stuck in and she was lifted off her feet and tossed to the side.

She landed with a grunt of pain and bounced along the side of the road until she hit a post. The post was torn from the ground from the impact, but it stopped her momentum.

Lilly was running along the side of the giant lizard, trying to find any sort of hole in his armor, but every swing of her blades just resulted in more sparks.

He swiped his tail at her, tearing up a huge swath of road with the swing, but she teleported away.

Once again, she appeared above him and dropped onto his head. This time she stabbed a dagger into one of his eyes.

He threw his head back and let out a bellow of anguish. He flipped his head from side to side until Lilly was tossed off.

She teleported halfway through her flight, reappearing on the other side of the dragon. Using the momentum from his toss, she smacked into the side of his head. This time under the sparks, there was a splash of blood.

She teleported away, reappearing next to Amber to help the other woman up.

The dragon glared at the women with his one good eye. He lifted his front leg up to his mouth and ripped Amber’s sword out.

He spat it onto the ground beside him before roaring again and blasting another sphere of flame.

Lilly grabbed Amber, and the two teleported away, appearing on the ground where the dragon had dropped the sword. Lilly flicked the sword up with a foot, caught it and presented it to Amber.

The dragon had apparently been expecting them to go for the sword, and he was already swiping at them.

I threw another shield up just in time. He growled in irritation, trying to push through the invisible barrier.

“Guys, I think we got this,” I shouted to the two of them.

The dragon swung his head around to consider me with his one good eye, which looked for all the world like a burning emerald.

I did not like having his full attention on me.

It took him two loping bounds to reach me, and he reared up like a stallion before he came crashing down toward me with both front legs. Every claw pointed at me.

I tried to throw up another shield and, too late, realized that I had already spent the entirety of my power.

Lilly was there. She shouldered me out of the way just as the dragon’s claws shredded her back open.

She cried out as the force of the blow threw her away, blood and gore trailing thick in the air behind her.

She hit the ground and rolled to a stop. She tried to push herself up, but slipped and fell back down.

The dragon turned from her back to me.

I was halfway to my feet when he bent his long neck down so that he was as close to eye level with me as we could get.

“Goodbye, Jamie Becket,” he said with a voice like a forge fueled by hate.

He opened his mouth, and I could see the spell. A red symbol, drawing itself in the space between open jaws. He wasn’t breathing fire, I realized, oddly fascinated in my final moments. He was creating the fire using his own pool of magic power. Same as what I used for my shields. But he just shaped his this way.

The fire formed right in front of me, but Amber was there. She stabbed her sword through the fireball, through the glowing rune, and into the dragon’s mouth.

She was too close to deflect the fire completely, and it engulfed her entire form. But it broke up around her and parted around me without burning me.

Amber let out a scream of pain and fury as she pushed further through the fire and shoved the point of the blade through the top of the dragon’s mouth and into his brain.

The fire stopped, and the dragon fell to the side, blood pouring from his still-open mouth like so much fire before it.

Amber stood straight, using her sword to hold herself up. She was naked again. The dragon’s fire had burned away her Magical Girl outfit.

“Amber?” I said, reaching toward her.

Her skin was blistered and black, peeling away in portions.

She looked over her shoulder at me and gave me one more weak smile before collapsing.

She landed on the dragon’s head and slid off into the pool of spreading blood.

I scrambled to her and pulled her into my arms. “Amber?”

She didn’t respond, but her chest rose and fell. She was breathing. I pulled her tight into my chest and cradled her there. “It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to find Lilly. She had dragged herself to my side. Behind her was a trail of broken dirt and blood. She had pulled herself the entire distance using her daggers.

Her back was gone. Nothing left but a mass of shredded flesh and blood.

Her grip tightened on my shoulder, and she pulled herself against me.

I opened my arms and let her into my embrace with Amber.

The elf woman gripped one of my hands and pulled Amber’s head into her own chest with her free arm.

She gave me a look that I couldn’t quite interpret. Then everything was just the smell of wildflowers and blood.
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I didn’t care what Lilly had said before about her only being silver rank. Her teleportation power would have been considered a cheat skill in any isekai.

I didn’t know where we were, what town, what state, anything. I knew from the immediate temperature change that we weren’t in the desert anymore, and that was about it. So definitely more than her three-mile limit she’d claimed before.

Maybe Amber awakening to her powers had leveled up Lilly’s, like she’d said it would.

When I was finally able to blink away the golden light of the jump, I confirmed Amber had jumped with us this time, and even though I could feel them both in my arms, I was relieved to see both women were still with me.

We had landed behind a dumpster. I gently laid the women down to investigate the area more. To make sure it was safe, and that there wasn’t another dragon around the corner.

Lilly had somehow landed us directly behind another cheap motel. This one was almost as isolated as the last one had been.

The big difference being that it wasn’t just the motel and a restaurant, but the motel, a gas station with a decent sized convenience store attached, and a drive-thru burger joint named Big Ed’s.

The entire area was also surrounded by a thick forest instead of endless desert.

We’d lost both my and Amber’s bags in the car, which meant we’d lost all of Amber’s money, but my pile of cash had been small enough that I had fit it all in my wallet.

I found the front entrance and let myself in.

There was a bored looking man sitting behind the front desk. Maybe in his fifties or sixties.

He glanced up from the thick book he was reading and did a double take, his thick white beard bouncing back and forth as he did.

He looked around me to the window and furrowed his brows. He must have been confused that there was no car parked out there except for the one I assumed was his.

He stood up to greet me and did another double take at the state of me. I did have a lot of ash and blood on my clothes, and likely on my face too, but I couldn’t tell.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“How much for a room?” I asked. My voice sounded tired, even to me.

“How long will you be staying with us?”

“Does that change the price?” I asked.

“Weekly rates are cheaper.”

“How much for a week?”

He told me, and I counted out the bills. It was most what I had left.

“Is everything alright?” He asked as he handed me my room key. He leaned over the counter so I could hear his whisper. “I’m not looking for any trouble, but if you need help, just say something. We don’t call the cops around here.”

He seemed so earnest, and I was so tired, I almost started crying.

“Um, do you have any extra towels, or a bathrobe or something?” I asked.

He looked even more confused at that, but nodded. He disappeared through a door behind his desk and returned with a pile of towels and a bathrobe.

I grabbed the robe. “Can you give me like five minutes, then meet me behind the dumpster out back?”

“Now, mister, I am not looking to help you like that.”

“No, no. I need help carrying my friends to the room. I’m sorry, I’m just really tired. Or I’d do it myself.”

He blinked in surprise at that then nodded.

I hurried out back and got Amber in the bathrobe as best I could. It immediately started absorbing the blood from her cracked and blistered skin.

“Fuck,” I said. They were both still bleeding, Lilly especially was losing a lot, and I’d just wasted so much time.

The clerk luckily didn’t wait the full five minutes and rounded the corner to find me failing not to cry at the sight of the two women.

“Oh my,” he whispered as he knelt down next to me. “Okay, let’s get them inside. I’ll get some more clean towels and sheets for you. I’m assuming you don’t want the authorities involved?”

“Can’t trust them,” I said. “Not sure why I trust you, but please, no ambulance, no cops.”

“You can trust me. My name’s Finley Stook. Most people around here just call me Fin, or old Stook. Up to you which. Now let’s get these ladies in the room and comfortable, okay? Here we go.”

Finley helped me get them into the room without being seen. He assured me that things were slow this time of day, and it was only really after dark that either the burger place or the gas station saw any traffic. I was apparently his first customer in almost a week.

Fin asked if I needed help getting the girls cleaned up, but that felt wrong to me, so I denied the offer.

“Now, I’m not going to get the authorities, but these ladies are not doing well, Jamie,” he said as he watched me try to fully wrap Lilly’s back, just to make sure she didn’t lose all her blood before her healing could do its thing.

“I know,” I said.

“I have a friend. Lovely little lady. Don’t say much, but,” he trailed off, “well, I don’t know how to say this in a way you’ll believe me. But the girl is gifted. Lot of folks around here actually owe her their lives. She has a touch. Can heal with a prayer. Sometimes takes a few days, but I’ve seen her heal folks already holding Death’s hand.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He nodded. “And she don’t charge nothing, don’t worry about that. She’s the closest thing to a saint I’ve met in this world. She lives a way out, but her brother works at the convenience store. If I ask him, he’ll give her a call. She can be here in under an hour.”

“Please,” I said.

“Of course. Now you keep them comfortable, okay? I’ll go let the boy know to call his sister. Can you grab you anything from Ed’s? Best onion rings I’ve ever had.”

“Onion rings sound great, Fin.” I wanted to hug that old man.

“Onion rings it is. Along with a bacon burger and a chocolate shake.”

While Fin was gone, I used every towel in the room to clean Lilly and Amber. Then, I did my best to bind their wounds with some of the extra sheets Fin had given me. He’d been kind enough to provide some scissors so I could cut them into usable strips, too.

I spent my time waiting for Fin to return by cutting up a couple of the extra sheets for when I would need to reapply clean bandages.

Lilly, who I’d set on her stomach, had already almost completely bled through her wrappings. And Amber’s had a sickly yellow pus leaking out of some of her burns. I knew I’d done something wrong, but I didn’t know what else to do at that moment.

There was a gentle knock at the door before Finn unlocked it and poked his head in. “Everyone presentable?” he asked.

“Yessir,” I said, rubbing my eyes as I rose to greet him.

He stepped in and handed me a brown paper bag that smelled like heaven. As I accepted the bag, I noticed the girl standing behind him.

She was slender, almost fully enveloped by the white hoodie she was wearing. The word I would have used to describe her was mousy. Not in an unattractive way. Just in a small and quiet way. Her hair was cut short and stood up at all angles.

She adjusted a pair of perfectly round glasses that were balanced on the edge of her thin nose. Behind the glasses were large, brown eyes. Kind eyes.

She noticed me studying her and immediately looked down at the ground before holding up a large paper cup and offering it to me. “Mr. Stook got this for you.”

Lilly had been right. As I got more powerful, I could recognize a Leash. This girl had a…something about her. Something that made my chest burn in a not unpleasant way. And as I took the cup from her, my fingers brushed hers and the feeling intensified.

“This here is Nettie,” Fin told me. “Nettie, this is Jamie. It’s his friends that need your help.”

I hurried out of the way and closed my slack jaw, still unable to take my eyes off Nettie.

“You okay, boy?” Fin asked, quietly enough that Nettie couldn’t hear. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“It’s nothing, sorry. I’m just really out of it.”

“Understandable. But don’t worry. Nettie here is the real deal. But I have a feeling you can believe that, considering one of your lady friends is an elf.”

“Noticed that, huh?”

“Almost immediately.”

“Mr. Stook,” Nettie said, her voice still quiet enough we both had to strain to hear her. “Would you step outside? I want to inspect their wounds, and that means I need to, um, undress them.”

“Of course, Nettie. I’ll be right outside if you need anything.” He gave me a friendly nod before letting himself out.

“Mr. Stook said they’re your friends,” Nettie said, still not meeting my eyes. “Would they be okay with you seeing them, um, you know?”

“I think so. But even if not, I’m not leaving them. I’m sorry. But if you’re worried, I can look the other way.”

She nodded quickly.

I grabbed the cuck chair and flipped it around. “Is it okay if I eat while you do your thing?” I asked.

“Of course. Mr. Stook said you seemed very tired. You should eat. It’s good to keep up your strength.”

I tore into my meal and almost passed out at how good it was. I was famished. Fin had been right, too. The onion rings were incredible.

“Um, Mr. Jamie?” Nettie said after a minute or two.

“Hm?” I turned around to find she had completely unwrapped Amber.

“Turn around!” she said, voice raising just enough that I assumed it was meant to be a shout.

“Sorry.” I turned back around. “I did carry her here like that, for what it’s worth. So, I’ve already seen everything.”

“Oh, well, okay. But can I ask you a question?”

I turned the chair around and sat back down. I had been about to take a pull from my chocolate shake, but the sight of Amber’s burns had kind of ruined that impulse.

“Of course.”

“What did this to them?” she asked.

“Do you need to know?” I asked.

“No, I’m sorry. I just thought I might be able to help more if I knew. I won’t ask again.” She turned away from me, face turning red.

“No, it’s okay. Really. I’m sorry, Nettie. I’ll tell you, but I don’t think you’d believe me.” Then I remembered the burn in my chest and what Fin had said. “Maybe you will. It was a dragon.”

“Really?” Her already large eyes grew even wider at that.

“Really. Amber there, the one covered in the burns. She killed it. But not before it burned her. Lilly got slashed real bad by his claws.”

“Okay. I’ll do my best. But, Mr. Jamie, you should know, healing an injury done by magic is a lot harder than a regular one.”

“You have experience with that?” I asked. “And just call me Jamie. I can’t be that much older than you.”

“Okay, Jamie.” She nodded her head as she said my name, like she was forcing herself to remember. “I’m going to start with Lilly, if that’s okay.”

“Do whatever you need to, Nettie,” I said.

She knelt down on the floor next to the bed Lilly was on and bowed her head, clasping her hands in front of herself as though in prayer.

The burning sensation in my chest grew, and I jumped to my feet as a portion of Lilly’s back regrew itself.

“Holy shit, Nettie, that’s amazing.”

She flinched away from my curse as though I’d hit her.

“Sorry,” I said. “I swear a lot.”

“It’s okay. That usually should have healed more, but like I said, magic is hard.”

“She should be able to heal herself a little, too,” I said, walking over to inspect the perfectly smooth stretch of skin. Almost a quarter of Lilly’s back was, well, back where it should be.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“She has a healing power, too. Not like yours, but she can heal herself. So if that’s all you can do for now, that’s fine. It’s a great start. Can you do that more than once in a day?”

“Only once per person,” she said. “And only for a few people. I get tired if I do too much in a day. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for that,” I said. “What can you do for Amber?” I asked.

She turned from Lilly and shuffled on her knees over to the other bed. She fell into her prayer pose again.

I watched in amazement as a stretch of Amber’s stomach smoothed itself out. The burns flaked off and the blisters just popped out of existence. When she was done, Amber’s abdomen and left breast were back to their original milky white.

“This is going to take a few days,” Nettie said.

❖

I felt bad about it, but I didn’t let Nettie leave right away. Instead, I guided her to the room’s one chair and sat her down while I sat on the edge of Lilly’s bed.

“How does it work?” I asked. “The healing, I mean. Are you praying?”

“Yes,” she answered nervously.

“And you said you’d be able to do more for them tomorrow?” I asked.

“Yes,” she repeated.

I glanced back at the women on the beds and felt a surge of emotions I was not healthy enough to deal with.

“You care about them,” Nettie said, tilting her head so she could study my face.

I was pretty sure it was the first time she’d looked at me directly.

“Very much,” I said.

She looked away quickly, blushing slightly. “That’s nice.”

“What about you?” I asked. “Is there a special someone in your life?”

She blushed even harder, turning her face farther away from me. “No,” she said finally. It was the shortest syllable I had ever heard.

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just… well, I don’t know how to explain it. You said you’ve always been limited by how much you could heal, right? Just once in a day, or a couple of people a day?”

She turned back partially to give me a side-eye. “Yes.”

What the fuck, might as well risk it. “What if I could help you get stronger?”

“What do you mean?” she turned to face me fully.

“I have powers, too,” I said. “I would show you, but I used mine all up fighting the dragon. So do Lilly and Amber. Lilly’s an elf; you can probably see the ears, yeah? And Amber is, you will not believe this one, but she’s a Magical Girl. You know? Like Sailor Moon.”

Nettie kept her face impassive as I spoke.

“Anyway, uh, oh man, I really don’t know how to explain it.

And I told her everything. About how Lilly had found me. About the Game of Chains. How Leashers and Leashes worked, as best as I could, anyway. And about Dean Ironwood hunting us to steal Lilly from me.

“And I realize telling you about the billionaire trying to kill me might not be a good argument for why you should let me bond with you, but you’re the first Leash I’ve met.”

She rose from the seat and started rushing to the door. “Thank you, Mr. Jamie, I mean, Jamie. I’ll be back first thing in the morning to help more. You should make sure you get some rest. You look very tired. If you can, get some real bandages. They sell them across the street. Okay, bye,” she said everything in one uninterrupted breath before letting herself out and closing the door behind her.

“Good one, man,” I said to myself. I sipped some milkshake to make myself feel better.

I checked on the women and found they were both resting easily. Before they’d seemed to be struggling, but now, they seemed relatively at ease. Maybe Nettie’s power included painkillers. That’d be pretty great.

“Painkillers would be a good idea,” I said to the room. “Agreed,” I said back.

I did my best to make sure they were both comfortable, and still deep enough asleep that they wouldn’t wake up alone and scared as I took Nettie’s advice and went to buy real first aid supplies.

I let Fin know what I was doing, and he agreed to watch the doors and make sure no one went in or out of our room. Then I ran across the street to the convenience store.

The sun was just setting as I went inside. The bored teen behind the counter didn’t even look up as I entered.

“Hey,” I tapped the counter to try to get his attention.

He looked up from his phone and glared at me. “Yeah?”

“Where’s your first-aid stuff?” I asked.

He blinked at that and then looked at me. I was still covered in black soot and more than a little dried blood.

“Shit, dude, I’m sorry. You the guy Fin was talking about?”

“Yeah, that’s me. You must be Nettie’s brother.”

“Yeah, man. I’m Gareth.”

“Jamie. Anyway, your sister said it’d be a good idea if I got some supplies here. Where can I find everything?”

“She didn’t get your friend all fixed up?” He seemed genuinely surprised at that.

“They’re hurt pretty bad. But your sister’s incredible! She definitely saved their lives, even if she couldn’t get them all fixed up in one shot.”

“That’s good. Uh, yeah, about halfway back, in the middle section. Should have everything you need.”

“Thanks, dude.” I rushed over and started grabbing what I needed. Antiseptic, burn cream, bandages, pain meds, the whole nine.

I walked it back to the counter and dumped everything in front of Gareth.

“Get everything you need?” he asked.

“I hope so.”

“We’re here if not.”

He scanned the first item and then dumped everything else in a bag for me.

“Whoa, are you sure?” I asked. Why was everyone here so nice? I almost teared up again.

He shrugged. “Honestly, I hate this job, man. If they fire me for helping someone, they can suck a dick. They pay shit, too.”

“Gareth, my dude. You are a king among men. If there is ever anything you need, and it’s in my power, it’s yours.”

“Yeah?” He grinned at that. “Sure. Think you can get me a better job?”

“Well, I know a kickass reporter chick that could probably get you a job at her paper. I know journalism is dead, but they still need office drones.”

He made a face. “Nah. But I’ll still hold you to the offer. We got a pact, yeah?”

“You got it.” I grabbed the bags and turned to go.

I stopped at the sight of Nettie in the doorway. She was frozen, eyes wide in surprise at seeing me.

“Hey, Net,” Gareth said. “I was just helping Jamie with the supplies you recommended.”

“He was a huge help,” I said. “I was just heading out. See you tomorrow?” I asked.

She nodded in her quick, halting way before rushing past me to stand in front of the counter and near her brother.

I waved at the siblings and then turned back to the door and froze again.

The man was wearing a suit, and for a second I thought it might have been one of the bald thugs. But the suit fit too well. It was tailored for this man and wasn’t cheap like those his employees wore. It fit his muscular frame perfectly.

Dean Ironwood was as impressive in person as he’d been in his pictures. More so, honestly.

His hair was thicker than the pictures had suggested. Thick and shiny, and perfectly parted. Though, it may have only looked that good because of the army of bald men standing outside.

He had his hands in his pockets and was studying me with a pair of eyes as blue as iron.

His gaze lingered on the bag in my hands. The plastic was thin enough that it was easy to see what was inside.

“Hello, Jamie,” he said. His voice was deep and rich. “Getting supplies, I see. Sure you have enough money for that? I know how much you pulled from your account. Got to be getting close to the bottom by now. I’d be happy to cover that for you. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to those girls.”

“Dean, I assume,” I said.

He bowed his head. “A pleasure.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” I backed away from him. I didn’t know what his power was, but I was out of energy and couldn’t create any more shields. I had to get back to the room for Lilly and Amber. Maybe there was a back door.

“Don’t bother,” Ironwood said, his tone bored and disappointed. “I have the place surrounded.”

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Well, originally, I just wanted to kill you. Get rid of the competition. But then you killed my dragon. So now I’m going to kill you and take those girls away from you.”

I took another step back from him.

“I have to say,” he continued, “I’m actually impressed. You’ve killed three of my Leashes. And you only have two yourself. But I guess I deserve it for underestimating you. I should have known better. I have to say, though, I don’t understand how you did it. How could someone like you possess two Leashes that powerful? I was surprised to learn Amber was a Leash. And actually one worth owning. I had originally planned on just killing the elf, but I think now I’m just going to take both.”

“Fuck you.” I threw my bag at his face and charged him.

He casually raised a hand and knocked the bag away with one hand. I jumped up behind the bag and swung a fist at his smug face.

He turned and effortlessly dodged my swing.

I stumbled a few steps and turned in time to see his punch before it hit me.

Lilly materialized in front of me. She was barely awake, but her blades were in her hands. She swayed in place and held her blades up in a defensive position.

Dean stopped his punch and stared at the elf. “He doesn’t deserve you,” he told her.

She snarled and jumped at him, swinging both blades.

Dean stepped in quickly, knocking the daggers out of her hands with two quick punches to each of her forearms. He shot out a foot and knocked her legs out from under her.

He placed a large foot on her chest and held her down.

“Get off her.” I jumped at him. This time his fist connected, and I smashed back against the counter.

Nettie squeaked, covering her face with her hands.

“Hey, leave them alone, man,” Gareth shouted, waving his phone in the air. “I’m gonna call the cops.”

Dean Ironwood considered the boy for a second before reaching inside his jacket. He pulled out a pistol and pointed it at Gareth. “Go ahead.”

Nettie squeaked again before placing herself between her brother and the gun.

Gareth had frozen at the sight of the gun, phone still held up uselessly.

The door dinged, and an entire squad of bald, suited thugs entered.

Dean took his fancy dress shoe off Lilly, and two of the men grabbed her and dragged her outside. She tried to resist but had no strength left.

Another of the men stepped up to Dean. “Sir, we found the other woman. Grace and the, uh, other one, are seeing to her injuries.”

“Good.” Dean holstered his weapon and turned to follow the two men carrying Lilly.

“Kill Mr. Beckett and the boy. Keep the girl alive. She may be valuable.”

“Yes, sir.” The man turned, already drawing his weapon.

The gun fired twice, and I flinched both times. Next to me, both Gareth and Nettie screamed. When they didn’t stop screaming, I opened my eyes to find the three men who were still in the room staring with mouths open in shock.

I’d pulled up a shield. It was still there; I could feel it.

“What the⁠—”

Before the suited asshole could finish his question, I pushed my shield at him. It was instinct. Just like when I first started summoning them only a few hours ago, I did it without realizing I could. The invisible wall hit the man and carried him the length of the store.

I kept pushing until he hit the other two guys behind him. Then I kept pushing more. The third guy had the sense to draw his own weapon and try to fire it through the shield that was pushing them toward the beer fridge behind them.

The bullet ricocheted off the shield and through the skull of his buddy next to him.

The body collapsed under the shield and was left behind.

I stepped over the dead guy as I marched forward, pushing the remaining two thugs.

They hit the glass doors of the fridges, and I kept pushing. The glass cracked behind them, and they shouted for me to stop.

I created a second shield behind the glass. I just had the thought that I’d really like to smash them in a vice, and the second shield appeared.

I pushed one and pulled the other. The glass shattered, and the walls of the shields dripped with blood.

I strained against the pressure. My head hurt from the exertion, but I kept going until the men stopped moving.

I released the shields, and the two of them dropped to the ground, unmoving.

“Are you two okay?” I asked, turning to Nettie and her brother.

“No,” Gareth said, even as his sister nodded her head.

They looked unhurt, but I could tell Gareth was probably going to talk about this in therapy for the rest of his life.

“You guys should get out of here. Head home. You don’t want to be here when, if, the cops come. They work for that prick.”

I didn’t wait for them to say anything. Didn’t have time. I had to stop Ironwood.

Rushing outside, I found that the parking lot was empty except for one black sedan with an open driver’s door.

Across the street in the motel parking lot was a helicopter, blades spinning to prepare for liftoff.

Two of the bald assholes were carrying a stretcher. Amber was on it, fully exposed to the night air, and on top of her was some sort of monster. It looked like it was a mass of writhing snakes. The form was moving itself up and down her body.

“Wait.” Nettie grabbed my hand, not to stop me, I realized, but she was running along beside me.

We’d made it to the gas pumps when a figure stepped out from behind one to block our view.

She was a few inches taller than me, wearing a sleek black dress that hugged her curves. The neck of the dress went all the way up to her chin, but there was a well-placed boob window to show off the expanse of porcelain perfection. One black beauty mark was visible on her left breast.

She looked at Nettie and me from under her broad-brimmed hat.

I recognized her instantly as Grace Hallow. Dean’s executive assistant.

I went to push past her, but she raised a hand, and a purple glow pulsed from her fingers, and I was frozen in place.

She looked past us into the convenience store, at the broken glass and spreading blood. Then back at me.

“Mr. Beckett, it is nice to finally meet you.”

Her voice was deep, sultry. “I’ve been tracking you all weekend. You did not make it very easy, I must say. And killing so many of Dean’s Leashes?” She tsked. “Such a naughty boy.”

She turned to Nettie. “Oh? Another Leash? You rascal.”

“Grace?” Dean was leaning out of the helicopter across the road. “Take care of him. I want to be in the air already. We have what we came for.”

Grace waved a hand over her shoulder dismissively.

Dean sat back inside, face twisting in distaste. “Just between you and me,” Grace said, leaning in close between Nettie and me, “I’m betting on you. But not yet. You need more time. So, I hope you don’t hold this against me when we meet again.”

She leaned back, bringing both hands up and twisting them together and around each other in a pattern that made my head hurt. The purple glow extended, then she reached out, placing a hand on each of our chests before pushing us backward.

I wanted to scream, to rage, to swing a fist at her, but I couldn’t do any of that; all I could do was fall.

I landed on my back, and as soon as I did, I had full control of myself again.

I let go of Nettie’s hand so I could scramble to my feet so I could at least try to do something.

But Grace was gone, and Nettie and I were alone in a world of mist and darkness.


Part Three
HEALERS AND MONSTERS





11




“What the hell?” I said, spinning around at this new nightmare.

It looked mostly like the gas station. The pumps and the convenience store were both there, but I couldn’t see much beyond that. The fog was thick and cold and hid the rest of the world from sight. The fog glowed softly. Not enough to fight the darkness, but enough that I could at least see what was directly around me.

In the distance, where the burger place should be, there was a faint yellow glow of what I assumed was a streetlamp, barely cutting through the haze.

“Jamie?” Nettie said. “What’s going on?” Fear amplified her usual timid tone.

I moved closer to her, kneeling down and offering her my hand.

“Sorry, Nettie. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’re going to be okay.”

I helped her up onto her feet, and the two of us resumed our inspection of our surroundings.

“It feels wrong,” Nettie said.

She was right, but I was slowly recovering from my initial shock and had remembered Amber and Lilly.

“We need to get to the motel,” I said.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her in what I hoped was the direction of the street.

She followed me, then stopped a few steps later. “Jamie, what is that?”

“Nettie, we need to⁠—”

My words caught in my throat when I glanced back at her.

The glow in the fog I had assumed was a streetlamp by Big Ed’s Burger was moving. And it was moving toward us at a disturbingly fast speed.

“Think we should run,” I said.

“Okay,” Nettie said, letting me pull her toward the motel again.

Whatever the light was attached to moved quickly. All I could think about was some massive anglerfish swimming through the air behind us.

Sounds filtered through the fog behind us. It was a deep growl layered over grinding stone and the tearing of metal.

Nettie was sobbing beside me, but still keeping pace. I was fully prepared to throw her on my back if it came to it, but that didn’t seem necessary yet.

I glanced back just in time to see the light break through into my range of vision, and my guts turned to water at the sight of it. I was half right.

The light was egg-shaped and looked like a pulsing sack of pus that just so happened to be glowing the same color as your standard streetlamp. It was dangling from a pink, fleshy appendage that was attached to a bulbous head that made up the majority of the thing’s body.

There were eight eyes that I could see scattered around the head in a, as far as I could tell, completely random pattern. The mouth had the plumpest, most kissable lips I’d ever seen, and rows upon rows of finger-length, razor-like teeth.

The monster scrambled on a dozen of what I at first thought might be spider-like legs, then realized were actually just really long, extra-jointed arms. A mass of six-fingered hands scrambled over the asphalt toward us, dragging the thing on its bloated, white belly. It was roughly the size of an SUV and moved almost as fast.

Nettie, apparently, had also shot a glance back and seen the thing. She screamed, and as she did, tripped.

Her hand slipped out of mine, and I kept running a few long strides before I realized what had happened.

I slid to a stop and spun around, charging back toward her.

The anglerthing dragged itself toward her, opening its mouth, the stone-grating, steel-ripping roar sounding triumphant.

I dove over Nettie, putting myself between her and the monster.

I didn’t feel the pain right away, but I felt the warm blood as it poured down my side and dripped onto Nettie’s white hoodie.

“Delicious,” the angler said. “I haven’t tasted Leasher in a generation.” The voice was way too dignified. It sounded like the narrator of a nature documentary.

I, too late, remembered my shields and threw one up over myself as it bit down again, that same grating and ripping sound warning of the attack.

It struck the shield with enough force that I could feel the magic crack slightly.

“Oh, intriguing,” it said.

A dull pain had seeped into my back, but I managed to ignore it as I glared up at the monster.

It was pushing itself back away from me with its twelve hands. It was tipping its body/head back and forth, trying with all its eyes to see the invisible shield that was hovering over me.

I grunted with effort as I pushed myself to my knees, then feet. As I did so, I moved the shield between us and the angler.

My legs gave out after a second, and I fell to the ground, barely catching myself with my hands.

“I can’t feel my legs,” I said to no one in particular.

“My blades do cut deep enough that I have likely done permanent damage to your nervous system,” the angler said in his Attenborough voice.

“Hold still,” Nettie whispered to me. She had scrambled around to my back.

I risked a glance away from the monster to Nettie. Her eyes were wide with fear as she stared at the thing that had attacked us. But when she got to my back, she closed them and bowed her head.

“Oh, this is intriguing. Is this one of your Leashes, little Leasher?” it asked me. “A healer?”

The dull pain intensified for a second as, I assume, my nerves healed. Then I felt fine. All strength returned.

Curious, I checked the pool of power in the pit of my stomach, hoping that maybe Nettie could refill that resource too. It was still almost empty. Though, it had been completely empty before we’d fought the dragon.

I didn’t have time to figure that out. Much more important and toothier issues to deal with.

“What do you know about Leashers?” I asked the thing.

“Oh, in Games past you ventured here often. To our little space between. Many powerful Leashes in our liminal world. I grew fat off your kind once, but alas, now I am but a husk.” It massaged its bloated belly sadly. If this were a husk, I would have hated to see this thing in its prime.

“But if you are here now, then a new Game must have started. Oh, I cannot wait for the feast that will find its way here. Once I have devoured you and your Leash, I must find my way to a more traveled port.” Its glowing egg sac pulsed with apparent excitement at that thought.

“Good luck with that, buddy,” I said, really hoping I could sell the confidence I was not feeling.

“And good luck to you, little Leasher,” it said, before opening its mouth in another of its awful roars and charging forward.

It hit my shield full force, and I thought I could feel it shift backward just a step. Its gaping maw chewed and bit at the invisible structure, giving me, quite possibly, the worst view of my life.

The glowing sack flicked over the top of the shield and smacked me in the chest. It felt as wet and nasty as it looked. I stumbled back a step from the force of it, but other than a nasty wet stain on my shirt, I was fine.

About half of its arms found the edge of the shield and sped toward me. I threw up another shield to either side of myself and Nettie.

She was still on her knees and threw her hands over her head and screamed.

The hands hit the new shields and scratched uselessly at the surface, like a cat scratching at a sliding glass door.

I checked the reservoir of power, which in that moment I decided I was just going to call Mana, and did some quick math. I may not have been a very good accountant, but I could still budget. Based on how much mana I’d had when I last checked and how much was there now, I knew I had enough left for one more shield. Had to make it count.

I summoned it a few inches above the angler, then I brought it down on top of the thing as hard as I could manage.

All eight eyes bulged, and its disgustingly beautiful lips pursed in surprise as I pulled the shield down with all I had in me.

I’d both hoped and worried that the thing would just pop like the sack of meat it looked like, but that didn’t happen, not completely.

It squished down from the pressure, and its light stalk caught between the shield in front of it and the one above and snipped off with a crunch. Another crunch followed as the sides of the bulbous gut split open on either side, a luminescent green spilling out.

All twelve hands flailed about, writhing and twisting in ways that didn’t seem possible before they all went limp.

All eight eyes focused on me and narrowed. “Well played, little Leasher.”

I didn’t stop pulling down on the shield.

The eyes bulged further, and it let out a pained cry, very similar to the one it made when it first attacked us.

There was another series of cracking sounds, and it stopped moving entirely.

My shields gave out then, and I fell back onto the ground beside Nettie.

As the first shield vanished, the thing’s body slid forward slightly, and it bounced back into something resembling its original bulbous shape, but it was clearly dead.

Nettie was doing her best not to look at it by hiding inside her hoodie.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I just really didn’t want to get eaten.”

“S’okay,” she said. I could barely hear her through the fabric.

“C’mon,” I said, standing up and offering her my hand.

She peered up at me through the tiny hole she’d left in her hood. After what felt like an eternity, she accepted my hand and let me pull her to her feet.

“Thanks for fixing me up, by the way. Wouldn’t have made it if you hadn’t.”

She nodded less enthusiastically than I’d have liked, honestly. “What is going on, Jamie?” she asked.

“I think, and this is me just going off what that, uh, guy said, but I think we’re in another world. Maybe it’s a Silent Hill or backrooms type of scenario. He did say something about liminal… Anyway, I think it might be a good idea if we get out of the open. Are you okay if we keep heading to the motel?”

She agreed and tightened her grip on my hand.

The road was there, just as I’d expected, though it was much wider than it had been in our world. So the mirror wasn’t perfect.

The longer walk gave me time to think. The angler had said that in previous iterations of the game, Leashers had come to this world a lot. That there were plenty of powerful Leashes.

Grace Hallow had said something right before sending us here that I hadn’t given myself time to register.

What did she mean she was betting on me? Was she betraying Ironwood? Had she sent Nettie and I here to give me a chance to bond with more Leashes? Maybe to grow stronger?

Weirdly, I had little trouble believing that. I could see a woman regretting hitching her wagon to that prick. I was biased, though. He had been trying to kill me for a bit at that point.

I was going to choose to believe that was the case, because that meant maybe Grace would look after Amber and Lilly for me. And that thought boosted my mood slightly.

Nettie, on the other hand, did not seem to be taking to our new environment. With every step across the road, she grew more and more nervous. It started with her grip growing tighter, then she grabbed my arm with her other hand, and by the time we finally made it to the other side, she was pressed so tightly into me that walking had gotten a little difficult.

I didn’t complain, though. This place was cold, and she was still radiating the warmth that told me she was a Leash. There was also a softness there that told me she might not be as skinny under that hoodie as I had originally thought. It was also just nice to know I wasn’t alone in this place.

The motel was there; Dean’s helicopter was not. I don’t know why I’d still sort of just assumed that some reflection of it would still be there. That maybe I’d have been able to check on Amber and Lilly. Even if this place worked that way, the angler had taken enough of our time that they would have left by now.

That was for future Jamie to worry about. Present Jamie needed to find somewhere safe for himself and Nettie. I knew that angler monstrosity would not be the only dangerous thing here.

The motel looked mostly the same. There was definitely something that felt off, but I wasn’t able to put my finger on it.

I checked my pocket and still had the key to my room. I pulled it out and showed it to Nettie. “Think this’ll work here.”

Despite her tight grip on my arm, she managed a shrug.

“Let’s find out.”

I led us to the room. I checked the knob, and it was locked. I slipped the key inside. It turned easily, and the door swung open.

It was the same shape and size as the room on our side, but that was about the extent of it.

Where the two beds had been, there was now just one. It looked more like a nest of blankets and pillows than anything. No bed frame, no mattress, just a perfectly arranged circle of comfort.

The dresser and the TV were still there in their normal place; the TV was even on. The screen just showed a flickering snowfield of static.

It felt weird, but the cuck chair was still there, too.

We stepped inside slowly and both stopped when we realized that the carpet was gone, replaced with thick, green grass.

I closed the door behind us, locking it and putting the chain in place.

Nettie circled the room, studying everything and pointing out the differences.

“The mirror,” she said. And sure enough, where there had been a mirror on the wall was now a framed portrait of a strange-looking man. His face was angular and sharp. His ears were long and pointed like Lilly’s, but tufted with fur at the end. And he was wearing something that would have felt at home in a Regency romance.

“Painting,” Nettie added, pointing to the framed picture above the bed. On our side, it had been a classic motel landscape. Just some rolling hills with trees changing color with the season and a barn in the distance. This painting was an extremely detailed image of that barn. The door was cracked open and gripped by a gray-fleshed hand with too long fingers topped in sharp black nails. The eyes of whatever owned the hand were glowing in the darkness of the barn.

“Fucking hate that,” I said.

Nettie shied away from my curse, but nodded her agreement. “Could we maybe turn it around?”

I stepped over and tried to pull it off the wall. It didn’t budge at all.

I reached down and grabbed one of the many blankets off the bed, and draped it over the painting. “That work?”

“Thank you.”

She opened the bathroom and let out a surprised gasp. I rushed over to see the difference and echoed her surprise.

It was much bigger than the original. There was no shower, just a tub, already filled. It was more like a swimming pool. Ten people could easily soak in that thing. The tiles on the floor and walls were a bright, clean white, and the ceiling was painted like an expansive night sky. So realistic that I swore I could see a comet moving across it.

There was a toilet stall shoved off to one side with an expensive-looking toilet inside. A double sink fully stocked with the amenities one might need, like extra soap, shampoo, toothbrush and paste. The works.

Nettie also found a closet beside the tub that, when she opened it, revealed a pile of the plushest-looking towels I had ever seen. As well as a collection of just as plush bathrobes.

Nettie went back into the main room as I continued to marvel at the ceiling.

“There’s a note,” Nettie said.

“What?” I leaned my head into the main room and saw her standing in front of the room’s closet. She was holding a folded card.

“It’s addressed to you.”
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The handwriting was as elegant as I’d expect from Grace Hallow.

Mr. Beckett,

I hope this missive finds you well. I am sure I don’t need to explain to you how much of a risk I am taking in doing this, but I have high hopes for you. If this goes well, I will tell you why I have done this, but until then we should both do our best to survive.

I have stocked this room with some essentials to hopefully help you with your stay in that world. It is a dangerous place, as you will soon learn. But it is also a rich source of power for you to potentially mine. Please come back stronger and save us.

Faithfully, Grace Hallow

I found the “Faithfully” tag a little ironic, but I wasn’t going to complain.

I checked the closet where Nettie had found the note, and sure enough, there were supplies. Boxes of freeze-dried food, bottled water, and clean clothes. There was even a duffel bag that I opened to find a random assortment of weapons. A couple handguns, a machete, and a giant can of bear spray.

Nettie asked to see the note when I was finished, and I handed it to her.

Her entire face wrinkled in confusion as she did. “Does that mean everything you told me before was true?”

“Afraid so. I’m sorry for coming on so strong. I was exhausted and not really thinking straight.”

I realized as I said it I hadn’t actually rested since then. Nettie seemed to realize the same thing.

“Do you need to rest?” she asked.

“I really do.”

“Think it’s safe?”

“I seriously doubt it, but I think this room is probably as safe as we’re going to get,” I said.

Nettie considered that, then nodded. “You might want to take a bath first. Maybe put some clean clothes on? You’ll rest better.”

“You’re probably right.”

I looked down at myself. What was left of my shirt after the angler had bitten into me was covered in blood, ash, and whatever slime had coated that monster. Pants weren’t much better.

I checked the clothes in the closet and was not at all surprised to find that everything was my size. It wasn’t anything fancy, just some plain t-shirts, pants and a couple of packs of underwear. There were even socks and a selection of shoes. It was all high quality. Grace didn’t cut corners.

I grabbed what I’d need and headed into the bathroom.

“Um,” Nettie grabbed my hand before I passed through the door. “I don’t want to be alone. Do you think I could…” Her face turned bright red, and she let me go. “I’m sorry, that’s not appropriate.”

I reached back and grabbed her hand. “You don’t have to stay in here. If you don’t want to see anything, just look at the ceiling.”

The blush only deepened, but she nodded and followed me in.

She turned around while I stripped and didn’t turn back until I was in the water.

I climbed up the steps that led into the tub and sank in. It was incredible. All the pain and fatigue in my body melted away. The water was warm and clean, and I never wanted to leave.

“Holy,” I stopped short of actually swearing. “Nettie, this is incredible. You need to get in here. I feel so relaxed.”

“Don’t fall asleep in there,” Nettie said. “It looks deep.”

“Oh, it is. And it get’s deeper at that end. Can barely touch the ground,” I said, floating on the surface and staring up at the ceiling. “Don’t judge me for this, but I really wish I had some weed or something.”

“I won’t judge you.”

“Really?” I moved to the edge and rested my arms on the side so I could look at her. She was staring at the ceiling very intently. “Hey, Nettie? My naughty bits are hidden, you can look at me.”

She slowly lowered her eyes to meet mine. The blush had never really left, but it deepened again when she saw me smiling at her.

“Honestly, I kinda feel high. That’s gotta be fatigue, right?” I asked.

Even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t just that. There was something in the water or the air of this room. I could feel myself—not quite losing control, but something close. It was like being high or drunk without the loss of coordination.

There must have been something in my voice, because she rushed over and leaned in close to stare at my eyes. Her expression was serious, and all the embarrassment was gone.

“You have really pretty eyes,” I said, as she stared into mine.

“Huh?” She took a step back, embarrassment returning.

“Oh, don’t be shy,” I told her. It was slowly dawning on me I might not be high, but I had no control over my mouth anymore. “You’re really pretty, but I would never take advantage of you. I’m really sorry I got you into this.” Tears were welling up in my eyes. “I just wanted to find another Leash so Lilly would be impressed with me. But we’re dealing with so much awful crap, and I would never want to put anyone else in harm’s way. God, you’re really pretty, you know that? Your eyes are so big, and your face is so nice. The way your nose wrinkles when you’re thinking about stuff. I know I just met you, but I kinda want to kiss you. Is that weird? What does that say about me? I think I’m dating Lilly. We’ve had sex a few times, and I know she adores me. She makes it impossible for me not to know that. And I don’t think she’s faking it. And I think I might love her? Yeah, definitely do. And don’t tell Amber, but I’ve loved her since we were kids, and if I didn’t think it would ruin our friendship, I would have shot my shot years ago. Does it make me a bad person that I also kind of want to kiss you?”

I couldn’t stop talking. There had to be something in the water. This wasn’t just me being tired. Part of me was trapped in the back of my mind and shouting at the rest of me to shut the hell up, but I couldn’t.

More than anything, I wanted to tell Nettie everything. And I wanted to kiss her, but I wouldn’t if she didn’t want it, too. God, I really wanted her to kiss me.

Nettie had backed away from me, but had stopped after a few steps and was listening intently. She wasn’t blushing anymore.

“I think there’s something in this room,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I don’t think it’s weird at all that you want to kiss me.” She took a few steps back toward me. “Can you tell me about Leashes again?”

“Oh, sure,” I word-vomited everything I’d told her before.

She seemed especially interested in the part about Leashes choosing their own conditions for bonding.

“And if we bonded, you’d get stronger?” she asked. She’d been inching closer to me the entire time I was talking, and was now just inches away from my face.

“Both of us would. And so would Lilly and Amber, if what Lilly told me is true.”

“I think I know what my condition would be,” Nettie said. Her voice had changed. It was breathy.

“You want to be my Leash?” I asked.

She nodded. “But I think I have to do this first.” She reached out and took a handful of my wet hair and pulled me into a kiss.

It was warmer than the water, and it spread from my lips to my chest to my groin. I reached up and pulled her in, grabbing fistfuls of her hoodie so I could get her lips as close to mine as possible.

She allowed me to pull her in. Without removing her lips from mine, or her hand from my hair, she climbed into the water with me.

It took both of us to tear the soaking hoodie off of her, and I stared in open wonder at what lay beneath.

She was slender, skinny even. But her breasts, while not as big even as Lilly’s, had a wonderful teardrop shape that stretched beautifully as she flung her wet hoodie onto the floor. She was wearing a white tank top underneath that clung tightly to her and let me see just enough.

She was already working on her jeans, and I hurried to help her.

She laughed as she fell backward into the water while I tried to tear the pants off of her. It took some effort, but we got there.

She stopped laughing when she noticed my erect penis. She looked from it to my face. I could barely see her eyes through the steam that covered her glasses. But she seemed in awe.

I took her glasses off and gently laid them on the side of the tub. She blushed furiously before reaching up again and pulling me into another fierce kiss.

Her tongue darted in and out of my mouth. She knew she wanted to use it, but obviously hadn’t kissed many people, if any, before. I held a finger up to her lips to stop her.

“Like this,” I said, and moved back to kiss her. I moved slowly at first, letting her match my rhythm.

I took one of her hands and moved it to my cock. She jerked her hand back at first, then slowly, tentatively, moved back to grasp the shaft. She was as gentle as I’d expected from someone who spent their life healing others.

I turned us so her back was facing the side of the tub, and I lifted her out of the water so she was sitting on the edge.

She was blushing furiously again; even inexperienced, she knew what I was about to do. I paused long enough for her to tell me no, but she didn’t. Instead, she pulled her top off and gave me an unfiltered view of her perfect teardrop tits. Her nipples were dark brown and stood out nicely against her pale flesh.

I pulled her panties off and added them to the pile of wet clothes on the floor, then spread her legs open.

She was covering her face and looking away, the blush visible behind her hands, but she still didn’t stop me.

She gasped in surprise as I gently kissed the lips of her pussy, then she almost screamed as my tongue darted out.

I lifted her legs and put them over my shoulder before I began in earnest.

Her thighs closed around my head, and she grabbed my hair with both hands as she moaned and then screamed.

She came quickly and sat there, quivering on my shoulders. But I wasn’t done. I needed mine.

I pulled her back into the water with me, pressing her up against the wall. She still offered no objections as I took my cock and eased it inside her.

She was tight, and I was worried I might hurt her as I moved up, but the look of pleading she gave me assured me she was going to be okay.

She was still covering half her face with one hand. With the other she reached up and grabbed my shoulder to balance herself as she wrapped her legs around my waist.

I began to move, and she screamed again. “Yes!” she screamed. “Jamie, yes! Slower, yes, yes, oh my God, Jamie!”

I moved my face down and kissed the tip of each breast once, before taking her right nipple in my mouth and biting gently.

“Oh my God,” she said again, breathy and low. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. In fact, I lasted much longer than I usually did. But we stayed in that position until I finished.

She almost collapsed to the bottom of the tub when I pulled myself out of her. She was shaking and barely able to move, and wrapped her arms around my neck to keep herself upright.

I slowly moved us to the other side of the water to avoid the cloud of jizz that was floating to the surface. There’d be more, but I’d rather not soak in it.

“Is that what I’ve been avoiding all these years?” she asked me.

“Was that your first time?” I asked.

She nodded. “It was amazing.”

I kissed her again and realized that I was already hard again. There was definitely something in the water.

She noticed the erection and gave me the go-ahead. So, I put it inside her again.

❖

Nettie sat, knees to her chest, in the nest-like bed, and I sat in the room’s cuck chair. The awkward silence was about as awkward and silent as possible.

We were both dressed in a t-shirt and matching sweatpants from the closet. Grace had apparently only planned on my being here, since there wasn’t anything intended for Nettie. Which made sense, since she’d been tracking me for days and actually knew who I was. There was no way she could have known we’d end up where we did. I had to assume she’d teleported here and dropped off these supplies after their group had found us, but had likely spent all weekend putting the supplies together.

“We can just pretend that didn’t happen,” I said finally, unable to handle the silence anymore.

She shook her head. “But it did happen.” She wasn’t as quiet as she had been before we’d fucked each other’s brains out, but I had a feeling it was impossible for her to ever be loud. When not being fucked, at least.

“Neither of us was really ourselves, though. I wouldn’t have done that normally, I swear.”

I didn’t mention that I’d slept with Lilly after knowing her for just a couple of days. But that felt different, somehow.

“I know. I wouldn’t have either.”

“So, can we pretend it didn’t happen?”

She tightened her grip around her knees before looking up at me and actually meeting my gaze. “I don’t think I want to pretend that.”

“What do you mean?”

She looked away again, blushing furiously. “Um, I liked it.”

“You did?” I asked. Though I’d already known that. The sounds she’d made had made it pretty obvious.

She just nodded.

“And you don’t regret it?”

She shook her head quickly.

“Oh. Okay. Um, so what do we do about that?”

She buried her face in her legs and groaned miserably. “I don’t know.”

I moved from the chair and let myself into the bed. I hesitantly reached toward her.

She looked up and saw my hand floating awkwardly over her shoulder. She gave me a quick nod, and I put my arm around her, pulling her into what I hoped was a comforting side hug.

She leaned into me, as hesitantly and awkwardly as I had embraced her, but I took it as a good sign.

“Are we bonded now?” she asked. “I had only meant to kiss you. I thought that would be my condition to be your Leash, but then…” she blushed again. “You know.”

“Yeah, we are.”

I could feel the connection. Not only had my pool of mana increased, but I found my senses for everything Leash related were sharper. Lilly had first walked me through the process of sensing my bond with her, and it had taken her guidance to sense it. But now, I could just focus on Nettie and feel her. I couldn’t explain how, but I also knew she was much stronger now than she’d been before.

“Do you feel different?” I asked her, wondering if she could sense the same change in herself.

She wrinkled her nose in that way she did, and I actually felt my heart skip a beat. She was really cute.

“I think so? I feel like there’s more there. Do you promise not to laugh?”

“I would never laugh at you,” I promised.

“I always sort of thought of my healing as a gift from God, you know? That’s why I pray. If I don’t, the healing doesn’t work. But I always felt like I was making a phone call with limited data. I feel like I have more minutes now. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah. I think of mine as a mana pool. Like a resource in a video game or something, so that makes sense. How long have you been able to heal people?”

“As long as I can remember. My parents tried to keep it secret for a long time, because they thought I’d get put in a lab and cut up and studied. But then, more and more people around me started getting hurt or sick, and I didn’t want to watch people get hurt anymore. No one ever said anything. Not until someone they knew needed to be healed.”

That was the most words I’d heard her say in a row, and I realized I was grinning.

“What?” she said.

“I just really like talking with you,” I said.

“Oh.” She buried her face in her legs again, but she also dug herself more firmly into my side. “We should probably get some sleep,” she said.

Her saying the words forced me to realize that, yes, I was still exhausted. Even more than before. Especially after the marathon session we’d just had.

We’d found the remote to the TV, and it had thankfully turned off, so the creepy static was no longer there to make sleep impossible.

I climbed out of the nest and turned the room lights off using the switch on the wall. The room dropped into darkness so complete that Nettie let out a soft cry of terror.

I trusted my memory of the room to make my way back to the nest and misjudged the distance.

“Shit,” I said, as I tripped over the knee-high walls and fell inside.

“Are you okay?” Nettie’s hands found me in the dark and guided me to the edge she was resting against.

“I’m okay. Sorry for swearing again.”

“It’s okay. I can tell it’s just something you do.”

“But you don’t like it. I’ll try to keep it under control.”

“Thank you. Um, are you okay if I stay close to you while we sleep?”

“Of course.”

We searched around in the dark unsuccessfully for a while before we found the edge of a blanket we could pull up on ourselves, and we hunkered down together. I immediately felt safer under the blanket.

Nettie nestled herself in my side and rested an arm over my chest. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome.” I didn’t want to admit to her that I needed the proximity as much as she did.

I was tired and comfortable enough now that I fell asleep almost immediately.

“Jamie?”

I woke with a start to Nettie shaking me.

“Wassat?” I said.

“The window,” she said, still shaking me.

I rolled over until I was facing the room’s window. The curtains were pulled closed, but not enough to fully block out the light.

Something was out there, moving back and forth. It wasn’t the same yellow glow as the angler’s egg sac, but a bright white light. Every few seconds it moved past the window, lighting up the tiny gap in the curtain.

I pulled Nettie in close to me, and she hugged me back, whimpering a little.

Eventually, the light moved past and didn’t return.

Nettie fell asleep first, and I lay in the dark listening to her gentle breathing and feeling the rise and fall of her chest against me. I fell asleep shortly after.

She woke me up later, but not on purpose. She had rolled away from me with her back facing me. I could just make out the shape of her in the dark, but I could hear enough.

She must have been biting down on a pillow, because the moans were muffled. But based on the moans and the little movement I could see in the dark, she was masturbating.

With every little escaped moan, I felt myself getting harder. I was at full-blown erection when I heard her say through the pillow: “Jamie, please.” It was so quiet I knew she didn’t actually want me to hear it, but in the almost dead silence of the room, I couldn’t not hear it.

I reached out and touched her back.

She jumped and let out a surprised gasp. I slid up behind her and wrapped my hand around to find her pussy.

I eased her hand away and replaced it with my own.

She groaned and buried her face in the pillow, but didn’t ask me to stop.

I don’t know how long she’d been going at it before I’d woken up, but she’d gotten herself pretty wet. I inserted my middle finger inside her and used my thumb to massage her clit.

Her breath caught in her throat, and she buried her face deeper into the pillow.

I lifted her up with my other arm just enough so I could wrap around underneath her and get a handful of tit. I pinched her nipple, and she gave a little shriek.

“Is this okay?” I whispered in her ear.

She nodded furiously into her pillow, and I resumed my work.

It took me a little bit to find the rhythm with my fingers that she needed, but I got there eventually. And once I did, I didn’t stop until she’d climaxed.

She rolled over onto her back, half on me, and lay there, breathing heavy.

I gave her a little kiss on the forehead, then settled back down.

Once she’d caught her breath, she rolled over onto her stomach and hugged me tightly. I hugged back, and we both fell asleep again.
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I woke again to Nettie shaking me.

“Jamie?” she said as I blinked my eyes open.

“Hm?” I blinked until I could actually make out her face.

She was kneeling over me, staring at me with those big brown eyes of hers. I realized I could see her.

“I think it’s morning,” she said.

I glanced toward the window, and sure enough, natural light was filtering in through the curtain. It was open more than I remembered, though.

“Did you open the curtains?” I asked.

“Sorry.” She shrank away from me. “I wanted to check outside. I thought it would be okay.”

“No, it’s fine. Just open wider than I remembered.” I sat up and rubbed my face. “G’morning.”

“Morning,” she replied.

I climbed to my feet and stretched.

Nettie let out a surprised gasp and spun away from me.

I realized I had a case of morning wood that was very visible in the sweatpants I was wearing.

“Sorry,” I said, tucking the offending appendage up into my waistband. “Do you, uh, think the bathroom is safe to piss in without a repeat of yesterday?”

She shrugged without turning around to look at me.

“One way to find out, I guess,” I said, climbing out of the nest.

Turns out it was safe. I was even able to brush my teeth without getting unreasonably horny. I only got the normal amount of horny when Nettie let herself in with me.

Wait, is that right? I decided that rather than risk an entire day fucking in the bathroom, I shouldn’t stay in there with her.

I left her alone to take care of her morning routine and went back into the main room.

I stood in the middle of the grass-carpeted room and considered my next move. I considered the nest for a moment and remembered that I’d fingered Nettie the night before, and then I did get the normal amount of horny.

I pushed past that and moved to the closet. Grace had left some boxes of food in there, and I wanted to see if any of it would make an appropriate breakfast.

I started counting out the prepackaged meals and realized that there was enough there to last the two of us months if we only ate the recommended three meals a day. Did Grace expect me to be here that long?

I pushed that thought aside as well and focused on my inventory.

“Oh, hell yeah,” I said. Buried behind the boxes of freeze-dried camping meals, there was a portable stove, as well as a small crate of fuel canisters for it. That meant we could actually enjoy a warm meal if we so desired.

Nettie eventually came out of the bathroom. “Sorry that took so long,” she said, blushing again.

I had the thought that between Nettie and Lilly, I now had two Leashes that blushed almost constantly. Good thing I found that adorable.

“No worries,” I said. “Look what I found!” I pointed to the stove.

“Oh, that’s nice,” she said.

I could tell she was just humoring me, so I doubled down. “Also found this.” I held up the kettle I’d found. It had been in a box full of instant coffee and boxes of tea.

Nettie did seem excited at the prospect of some tea.

“Want me to fire it up?” I asked.

She nodded, actually excited this time.

I set up the small stove on the dresser next to the TV and fired it up. I considered for half a minute getting water from the bathroom, then realized that there might be a reason Grace had left so much bottled water for me.

I opened one of the gallon containers and filled the kettle.

After a while, Nettie and I were seated in our little nest, back to back, each sipping a warm drink. Next to each of us was a bag of freeze-dried scrambled eggs with bacon chunks.

“Damn,” I said. “Sorry. But, damn, this is actually great for instant coffee. Grace has good taste.”

“Mm,” Nettie agreed. “The tea’s really good, too.”

“Also, camping food was never this good when I was a kid,” I said, pouring a mouthful of eggs and bacon into my mouth.

“Never went camping as a kid,” Nettie said.

“My parents used to take me at least twice a month every summer. I was also forcefully enrolled in the Boy Scouts. I enjoyed camping, but not really enough to keep it up after I left home.”

Nettie made a sound I interpreted as: “Oh interesting, please go on.”

“Yeah. This kind of makes me miss it, though. Even though we are inside, I guess… But there’s grass, so maybe it counts.”

We drank and ate in comfortable silence for as long as I could stand it. “So, what do you think? Should be safe to go outside during the day, right?”

Nettie tensed up a little, but eventually nodded. “I hope so.”

“I’m gonna check it out once I finish my coffee,” I said, trying really hard to sound confident.

“I’ll come with,” she said.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She nodded. “I don’t want to be alone. Even if that means being out there. Besides, I know you’ll protect me.”

I felt a little surge of pride at that. And I realized she was being sincere. In the last few days, I’d gotten so used to Lilly protecting me it felt weird knowing I could protect others.

But as far as Nettie knew, I’d always been that capable. And I was even stronger now!

I’d even checked my mana pool while brushing my teeth, and a full night’s rest had filled it up completely. I’d tried to do the math to figure out how much I could do now, but realized I probably needed a little more data before I’d really be able to determine what my capacity was.

“While we’re exploring out there, I want to experiment with my shields a bit,” I told Nettie. “I think our bonding added a lot more to my mana than I’d originally expected. I want to see if I can figure out what my limits are.”

“Okay. Let me know if I can help at all.”

“Will do.”

We finished our meal and got ready for the day.

I changed out of my sweatpants and into a pair of jeans before putting on some socks and a pair of boots.

I also slipped into one of the two tactical vests that Grace had left in the closet. It was fully customizable, and the closet held just about every option I would want.

I settled for a handgun, a machete, and a can of bear spray.

I offered the other vest to Nettie, but she refused.

She didn’t get changed. The sweatpants were the only thing that fit her, sort of, since they had a drawstring. And the clothes she’d been wearing when we arrived hadn’t dried fully overnight. Luckily, she’d taken her shoes off before going into the bathroom, so those were still dry.

“Ready?” I asked her.

She grabbed my hand and nodded.

I unlocked the door, opened it, and we stepped out into our new world.

❖

The stark difference between day and night in this place blew my mind. For starters, the fog was gone. The air was warm and welcoming, when the night before it had been cold and oppressive, even without the monster that wanted to eat us. There were even birds chirping in the distance.

“Wow, this is nice,” I said.

Nettie squeezed my hand in agreement.

“Where do you think we should start?” I asked.

When we’d first arrived, I’d assumed this world was just a mirror of Earth, but now that I could actually see where we were, I realized that was completely wrong.

Yeah, the three buildings were all there: the motel, the gas station, and Big Ed’s Burger, but that was where the similarities ended.

I’d already suspected the road was wider here, and now I could see that it really was. I hadn’t just been tired and mostly blind. It was a full five times wider than the four lanes it had been before.

And the shapes of two of the buildings were different as well. The motel, from what I could remember, was mostly the same. Just the long single story with rows of doors. The color may have been slightly different, but I couldn’t be sure.

The gas station, though, was wildly different. The front entrance looked the same from where we were standing, but the second story was new.

And the burger place looked more like a dive bar than a burger joint, though it did still have the drive-thru window.

And then nothing else was even close to how it should have been. Yes, there were still trees, but they were bigger, older, cast longer shadows. And there were so many more of them. The stretch of road existed only directly in front of the three buildings and their parking lots. Then it ended at the looming foliage. And I don’t mean the trees had grown through the asphalt. The road only existed that short distance.

The two of us stood there, considering our options and taking in our surroundings. I started to think Nettie wasn’t going to answer me, which would have been fine, I was just talking to talk, but she answered.

“Maybe we should look around this side of the road first?”

“You mean explore the motel a little more?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Yeah, I can get behind that.”

“I know you probably want to try to find a way out of here soon, but it’s probably better to be careful, right?”

“Why would you think that?” I asked.

“Don’t you want to go save Lilly and Amber?” she said.

“I do. But I’ve decided I’m going to trust Grace to look after them. She went to the trouble of setting this up for us. I think she wants to betray her boss. And if she expects me to help, she’d better know she has to take care of those two.”

“Can you still feel your bond with them?” she asked. “Like you feel mine now?”

I hadn’t even thought to check. I had to focus, really think hard about the steps Lilly had shown me. I got distracted thinking about Lilly’s berry-tipped tits and had to shake my head to move past that.

And then, yeah, there it was.

“Huh,” I said. “That’s weird.”

“What?” Nettie asked.

“I’m sensing four bonds. I don’t know who’s who yet. Aside from you, since you’re so close, but there are three others… Wild. Point is, it feels like everyone is okay?”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah. And it proves my point. We’re okay to play it safe for now. Yes, I want to get out of here and go save them, but I’m not ready for that. I don’t know how long it’ll take us to, how’d she put it, mine for power? But we can afford at least a few days of training arc.”

We’d needed our key to open the door to our room, so I suspected the others would likely be locked as well. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find in any of them, but if we wanted to check inside, we would need to investigate the front office first.

We made our way to the office and let ourselves in.

I didn’t remember there being a bell when I’d arrived the first time, but I had been in the middle of a fairly traumatic event, so it was possible I just misremembered.

“This look right to you?” I asked Nettie.

She shook her head. “Wallpaper is wrong. It’s supposed to be green. And it has the same grass carpet as our room.”

“So not faded yellow, got it. I don’t know why I was expecting it to be the same, honestly.”

“Desk looks right, though,” Nettie said. She sounded relieved that something was the way it was supposed to be.

“Was that door there before?” I asked, pointing to a plain gray door directly across from us.

“No. There were only four doors.” She pointed to them as she named them. “Front door, supply closet, housekeeping, and Mr. Stook’s office.”

All the doors she pointed at looked at home in this room. The gray one both looked and felt wrong. Out of place.

“Well, let’s stick to your advice, and take it slow and easy. Check the places that are familiar before moving on to anything else. Yeah?”

“Okay.”

I was about to suggest we split up, and I think she knew that, because her grip tightened on my hand.

I chose the order of rooms based on how potentially complicated they might be to search. With the easiest—the linen closet—first.

It was unlocked, so I just pushed it open. Inside was exactly what was on the tin. The collection of towels and bedding did not match the usual motel selection, though. The towels were brightly colored and mismatched. The sheets were vibrant greens and reds, and the blankets and pillowcases were of so many varieties that looking at the shelves almost hurt my eyes.

I closed the door and looked at Nettie. “Well, at least we have access to clean towels.”

Housekeeping was a little farther removed from what I expected.

There were shelves filled with cleaning supplies and extra garbage bags, and there were carts already loaded up and ready for a round of cleaning. The floor was the same grass carpet as everywhere else we’d seen, and a well that looked straight out of The Ring dominated the center of the room.

I closed the door without even going inside.

“Good call,” Nettie said.

“Yeah. Hopefully, we don’t need any bleach anytime soon.”

“I’ll make do without.”

“Appreciate your sacrifice.”

The office door was locked.

Nettie actually let go of my hand so we could both search the drawers of the front desk for keys.

“Found it,” Nettie said, pointing to a drawer conveniently labeled “keys.”

“Nice.”

We opened it to reveal a pegboard labeled with room numbers as well as “LC” and “HK” which I assumed were shorthand for “Linen Closet” and “Housekeeping.” Those were the only two keys on the board.

“Do you think that means we’re not the only guests?” I asked, intending it as a joke. But the reality of that possibility was too creepy for me to entertain. Nettie hated it, too. She glared up at me as though my saying it had made it true.

“I’m sure that’s not the case,” I insisted.

“Do we want to break in?” Nettie asked, and I could tell it hurt her to even suggest it.

“No. That feels wrong somehow. Let’s just check that last door.”

We crossed the lobby and tried the handle. It was unlocked.

“Here goes,” I said, as I pushed it open.

And closed it immediately. “Nope. Nope. Absolutely not. We agree, never going in there?”

“Absolutely on the same page,” Nettie said, already turning and walking toward the exit, leaving me alone in front of the door.

“Well, want to cross the street?” I asked, running to catch up with her.

“If I say yes, will you walk faster?”

I picked up my pace, and we ran out of the building.
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Despite the fact that the stretch of road between the motel and the gas station was literally just an island of asphalt in the middle of what I had to assume was an endless forest, we stopped and looked both ways before crossing.

Once we’d confirmed that no cars were going to just appear out of nowhere, we booked it across the distance.

We ran the entire way and only stopped at the other side once we’d stepped off the road onto the gas station parking lot. We took a minute to catch our breath.

“I used to go to the gym,” I told Nettie. “I am so out of shape.”

She huffed her agreement.

We rose from our heavy breathing and considered the two buildings in front of us.

“Which do you think we should check first?” I asked.

“I think Garreth’s store. I only ever really used the drive-thru at Mr. Johnson’s burger place.”

“Sounds good.”

We approached the glass door with much less speed than we’d crossed the road.

“What do you think is on the second story?” I asked.

“Hopefully not the same thing as that other door.”

I knew which door she meant. “Yeah. I have a feeling we’re bound to find more like it, though.”

“Yeah,” she did not sound happy with that likelihood. I definitely wasn’t.

The door slid open, just like it normally would, and dinged at our arrival. It didn’t sound like the right ding to me, and I asked Nettie.

“It does sound different,” she agreed.

It looked normal. Shelves of junk food. Fridges full of drinks, alcoholic and otherwise. There was even a heat lamp over some rotating hot dogs.

We made a lap of the store. I took special note of the expiration dates on some of the snack options. Most of them corresponded with the date before we’d arrived in that world. Some of the items looked like they hadn’t been manufactured since the fifties, but when I checked the expiration dates, they apparently had a couple of years before the best by date.

We opted not to take anything just yet. We still had a closet full of food storage from Grace, and until we knew better, we weren’t going to trust anything in this place.

“That door’s new,” Nettie said, pointing down the short hall that led to the restrooms.

It didn’t necessarily look out of place like the one from the motel had, though. Just like it might be a staff breakroom or something.

“I don’t see any stairs in here, so I’m betting that’s where they are. Want to see the second story with me?”

She wrinkled her nose at that prospect, but nodded after some thought.

“Here, I’ll see if I can throw a shied up.” I focused for a second, and sure enough, with very little effort, I managed to summon an invisible shield.

I placed it directly in front of Nettie and nodded to her to check. She reached out and gave a surprised gasp to find the invisible protection there.

She gave me an excited smile. “Thank you.”

“Anytime. And you know how strong that thing is. Saw what it could do last night,” I bragged.

She wrinkled her nose again, apparently not happy with the memory.

I kept Nettie and the shield on my left as we approached the door. Once we got to the end of the short hallway, I reached out and pushed the bar.

It swung open to reveal an almost exact replica of the store we were standing in. Where the automatic door was on our side was where this door was on the other.

Without double-checking every single shelf, it looked identical. I could even see a copy of this door down past the restrooms.

There was one pretty big difference between the two, though. And that was the seven foot tall entity standing behind the counter.

I couldn’t see its legs, but its arms draped over the counter and almost touched the floor on the other side. It was made entirely of television static except for the bright blue of its eyes.

It was also wearing a blue and yellow striped shirt that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a fry cook in a fifties diner with a matching paper hat, and a name tag that read “Trainee.”

It hadn’t seemed to notice us, so we closed the door slowly. Once it was closed, we walked backward until we were out of the hallway, turned around, and ran out of the convenience store.

“I’m starting the think we might be better off not going inside anywhere,” I said.

“We should at least leave the new doors alone,” she agreed.

“So, uh, burger?”

She groaned nervously.

I’d left my shield behind when we’d run away, so I quickly summoned another one and moved it in front of her. “Shield’s still there,” I said.

“Okay, fine,” she said. “Thank you.”

We crossed the parking lot and let ourselves in.

Inside looked nothing like a burger place. To be fair, it looked like it might serve burgers, but it wasn’t a drive-thru. It was a bar. Not quite a dive bar, but the type of place I could see myself frequenting if they had good enough nachos and the occasional deal on pitchers.

“Sometimes you wanna go,” I sang.

“Where everybody knows your name,” Nettie finished.

“You know Cheers?” I asked.

“Was my dad’s favorite. Used to watch it with him.”

We scanned the bar before moving farther in. There were half a dozen tables and booths, and the bar occupied the far wall. Behind it were shelves of booze and a big stained-glass fixture that read “Tabby’s.” There were a couple of pool tables lined up on one wall, and the opposite wall had a few arcade machines.

“Oh my god, Tekken Tag,” I said.

“Got a quarter?” Nettie asked.

I went to check my pocket before remembering that I was wearing a brand new pair of jeans and the pockets were empty except for our room key.

I shook my head sadly.

“We’ll have to find some before we come back,” Nettie said to comfort me.

We did our quick sweep. None of the doors revealed anything suspicious or terrifying. The restrooms looked like regular restrooms; the door labeled kitchen led to a kitchen, complete with a flat top and a walk-in fridge. It was stocked with everything you might need to make a good, greasy burger.

The office door was locked, but we didn’t press our luck.

“Well,” I said, as we stood in the middle of the empty bar, “we have officially explored every building as much as we feel comfortable. I think this one is my favorite so far.”

“Me too,” she said.

“Do you drink?” I asked. “Are you old enough to drink?” I had a sudden sinking in the pit of my stomach.

She narrowed her eyes and looked up at me over her glasses. “I’m thirty-one.”

“What? No you’re not.”

“Just because I’m small and,” she blushed, “Was, inexperienced, doesn’t mean I’m a kid or anything.”

“I did not mean it that way, I swear. I am sorry for assuming.”

“It’s fine,” she huffed. She wandered over to the nearest booth and plopped onto the bench. “And to answer your question, yes, I do drink. Want to see if there’s anything good on tap?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with a grin.

There wasn’t anything to write home about, but the glasses were clean, the beer was cold, and the company was good.

After a couple of drinks, Nettie’s face was so flushed you’d have thought I’d whispered something dirty in her ear. In fact, she was the one doing the whispering.

“I really liked it when you,” she glanced around to make sure no one was listening and then leaned back into me, “I mean, really liked it when you fucked me.”

She let out a loud guffaw and almost fell out of her seat.

Without thinking, I threw up a shield underneath her and pushed her back upright.

“Wee!” she said, throwing her arm up before falling into me again. “My hero,” she said, grinning drunkenly up at me.

“I think I might need a few more if I want to catch up to you,” I said.

“You totally should.” She sat up and grabbed my shoulder. “Then maybe we can go back to the room and,” another quick glance around the room before cupping hands over mouth, “fuck.”

“Oh?”

She gave two exaggerated nods before collapsing onto my shoulder. “I bet there’s quarters in the register,” she said, pointing to the arcade games. “I wanna play the hunting one.”

“Your wish is my command.” I slowly lowered her onto the bench as I slid out.

I went around the back of the bar and poked around at the register. There was an almost well hidden sticky note with the code, and I popped it open. Sure enough, quarters galore.

I held up two of them, and Nettie raised her arms into the air from her prone position. “Yay!”

I don’t know how much time we spent in the bar, but it was too long. Nettie had a few more beers and could barely walk, which prompted me to slow down on my drinking.

The environment in Tabby’s bar was comfortable, so much so that even with just the two of us in there, I almost managed to forget that we were trapped in a weird liminal nightmare space.

We used up almost all of the quarters in the register on the arcade machines. I taught Nettie how to play Tekken, and she schooled me on the hunting simulator. Even drunk, she was a pro with a light gun.

We even played a couple games of pool. “If I win, you have to eat me out again,” Nettie said, almost tripping over her pool cue.

Turns out, Nettie is a pool shark.

I wasn’t upset that I lost, especially with the bet she’d forced me to make, but I still felt a little betrayed that such a cute, unassuming woman was that much better than me at pool.

“I’m hungry,” she announced, plopping her cue on the table. “Think they serve food here?”

“Who?” I asked with a laugh.

She blinked and looked around. “Oh yeah, I forgot.” She let out a long laugh. “I totally forgot that we’re trapped here and probably going to die.” The laughter turned to crying, and I rushed to her side to catch her before she collapsed to the floor.

“Hey, we are not going to die. I promise, okay? Got the shields, remember?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, flip switching back to happy. “My hero.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned up on tiptoes to kiss me.

“You cannot hold your booze, can you?” I asked once she had completed her sloppy kiss.

“Not at all. I am a cheap date. Or, that is what my mom told me I would be if I dated.”

I was about to respond when the door flung itself open.

We froze, arms wrapped around each other, and slowly turned our heads to look at the door. The sky outside was getting dark, and a massive fog cloud was rolling over the trees toward us.

“I think it’s time to head to the room,” I said.

I unwrapped Nettie’s arms from around me and firmly took her hand. “Stay close,” I said.

The fog had reached the door to Tabby’s bar before we did, and was already rolling over the threshold to fill the space inside.

Along with it came voices and sounds. There were no words, but it was the shape of a dozen casual conversations, a handful of first dates, breakups. The sounds of bottles opening, and pints being drawn, glass sliding over polished wood. It was the sound of a packed bar.

In the fog that was still moving in, I saw shapes. Mostly humanoid, others not. Most too big for me to be curious at all.

“Definitely time to go,” I said.

Nettie was having a hard time walking straight, so I dropped down in front of her and told her to jump on my back.

She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I pulled her legs up around my waist.

She let out a surprised shout, and the bar fell silent.

I could feel the eyes on us. No one was there, but they were watching as I rushed out the door with Nettie on my back.

The shapes in the mist turned their heads to follow us as we went.

A few changed their course and moved toward us instead of the building we’d just left.

I picked up speed and charged as fast as I could toward the road. Nettie didn’t weigh much, but I was still moving far slower than I wanted.

I was about to step onto the road and begin the crossing when Nettie grabbed a handful of hair and shouted. “Stop!”

“Ow!” I stopped just as a shape darted past through the fog. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have assumed it was a truck. It had two lights on the front like a truck, and was the same basic shape as a truck, but the sound it made was closer to the slapping of bare feet on gravel than tires on asphalt.

Once it was passed, Nettie released my hair. “You can go again.”

I spared a glance over my shoulder and around Nettie. The large shapes that had turned to follow us had stopped when we reached the road and were turning back toward the bar.

I didn’t look back again until I had the key in the lock. I didn’t see anything following us, but I did see a dark shape poke a head out of one of the other motel doors.

Once inside, I locked and chained the door, then placed the cuck chair under the knob.
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It didn’t take us long to settle into a routine.

We took turns every morning preparing breakfast, and then we would head outside to do some exploring. As much as we hated it early on, we knew we had to push ourselves to go beyond just our room, the first convenience store, and Tabby’s bar.

I’d seen too many curtains in the motel shift aside for me to try any of the other rooms, so eventually we started wandering out into the woods. Not far at first. But we slowly moved farther and farther out.

We definitely took it slow, though. Neither of us thought it was a good idea to get lost out there. But it was after we started exploring the woods that we found our favorite place in that world.

It was a little clearing covered in clover and wildflowers. The ground was as soft as a pillow, and the sun filtered through the trees perfectly.

It was the perfect nap spot. Or the perfect spot for boning.

“Oh God, Jamie,” Nettie said, stretching out on her back.

It was our second Friday in that world, we were in our favorite glade, and her legs were around my neck as I ate her out.

We’d made this part of our routine. We didn’t have the time for a full-blown marathon session. Well, we did technically. We had a lot of time before the sunset, but we’d told ourselves that we didn’t have that much time.

So every morning was just a quickie. The marathon fucking could come after nightfall when we needed a bath.

I brought one of my hands up and teased her clit as I licked her.

“I’m ready,” she said, barely getting the words out between gasps.

I pushed her legs up and held them in place with one hand and used the other to guide my erect cock inside her.

She screamed, like she always did. She covered her mouth to try to stop any more noise from coming out, but it rarely did any good.

After having sex at least two or three times a day for almost two weeks, she fit me perfectly. Still tight as hell, but I wasn’t as afraid I was going to hurt her anymore.

It was the morning session, so less elaborate than some of the stuff she asked me to try in the bath when we were under the influence of whatever was going on in that room. I also didn’t have the same stamina out here. She, apparently, had the same everywhere, but she was understanding enough to accept that she was going to get one or two orgasms, then I was going to get mine and need a short break.

I moved inside her, and she made all the sounds I craved from her.

Right before I finished, I pulled out, and she sat up quickly to wrap her mouth around my dick. This had taken a few tries for her to get right. She wasn’t as good with her mouth as Lilly, and she actually didn’t seem to enjoy giving me blow jobs, so I didn’t ask, but she got a thrill from letting me finish inside her mouth.

She’d complained about cleaning up the first time I’d given her a cream pie out here. Well, it was Nettie, so it wasn’t actually a complaint. I could just tell it had been more than she’d planned on, so had said something.

She’d blushed fiercely and said, “Maybe you could finish in my mouth?”

The memory of her face when she’d made that offer is something I can pull on anytime I need to finish quickly. Definitely a treasured item in the spank bank.

I came in her mouth, and she made her little “Mm” sound in surprise, then cleaned me off.

She fell back onto the grass, eyes closed and smiling, basking in the afterglow and the glorious sun.

I plopped down next to her, temporarily spent.

“Is it bad of me that I kind of just want to stay here forever?” she asked.

I rolled over onto my side to consider her. “You know, this doesn’t have to stop when we leave this place.”

She opened her eyes and glanced at me, brows furrowed in worry. “What about Lilly and Amber? You said you love them. I don’t want to get in the way of that.”

I sat up and leaned over her, my nose touching hers. “Do you really think I don’t have feelings for you?” I demanded.

She blinked in surprise, trying to move away from me, but having only the soft ground behind her. “What?”

“I love you, Nettie.”

Her face bloomed red. “But we’ve only known each other a few weeks.”

“And I’ve really only known Lilly a fraction of that. Doesn’t change how I feel. Do you not feel the same?”

“No, I mean, yes. Ah!” she covered her face and screamed. “Yes, I love you.” She reached up and wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me into a kiss.

“But can you really share yourself like that?” she whispered, quiet even for her.

I didn’t actually have an answer for that, so I just kissed her again. “We’ll figure it out,” I promised.

I had no idea if I could keep that promise. But I’d try.

After fucking in the clearing, we spent a few hours wandering the woods. The first few days had been random and meandering, but after a while we’d settled on a system and were trying to be methodical about it. It was a little difficult to break it out into a grid without either a map or any sort of compass or GPS system, but we still tried.

We avoided the thickest part of the woods. The sections were sun couldn’t get through. Instead opting to search the areas that were wide enough apart. We’d even found a few areas with actual paved walking paths. And we never went too far from the motel. It had been concerning enough the one time we’d been in the bar after nightfall, neither of us wanted to see what waited under the trees after dark.

On this particular day, we found a new walking path and followed it. It led us to an honest-to-God picnic area.

“A table!” I said, still oddly excited whenever we found any sort of mundane items in the woods.

Nettie walked over and inspected the bench. “It’s clean,” she announced before sitting down.

“Grass looks freshly mowed, too,” I said, walking the perimeter of the little area.

I had circled around to the far end when a burning sensation started in my chest. I recognized it immediately.

I stopped and looked around. I couldn’t tell which direction I should go, but I was close.

“Nettie, I feel something.”

She rose and walked over to me. She wrapped her arms around one of mine and looked up at me, brows furrowed. “What is it?”

“I think there’s a Leash around here. It feels the same as when I met you.”

“That’s good, right?” she asked. “We’re supposed to be finding you new Leashes so we can leave and save Lilly and Amber?”

“Yeah, that was the plan. I just didn’t really think this far ahead.”

“Which way are they?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Spidey-sense just went off around here.” I took a step out of the picnic area, and the burn increased. “I guess this way.”

“What kind of Leash do you think they are?” Nettie asked, clinging tighter to my arm.

“I don’t know. Hopefully not the kind I have to fight to bond. Lilly said that’s a thing that can happen.”

“You’ll win if it is,” Nettie assured me. “And I’ll heal you if you get hurt.”

“Thanks, Net,” I said, kissing her forehead.

She beamed up at me.

I followed the heat in my chest toward the Leash, whatever it was. Anytime the burning decreased, I changed direction until it was growing again.

The burning led us off the open paths we’d considered safe and into the shadows under the trees.

“Are we sure we want to do this?” I asked before we stepped fully into the shadow.

Nettie nodded quickly, as though she were trying to get it out before changing her mind.

We continued into the dark of the forest.

Instinctively, we both fell completely silent. The woods were too quiet, and we knew we shouldn’t be the ones to break the silence.

We didn’t have to go much farther before something broke the silence for us.

The sound was high-pitched and sharp. I felt it more in my chest than actually heard it. A keening sound that sounded like pain and fear.

The small fire in my chest turned into a forge at the sound, and I knew it was the Leash, whatever, whoever it was. They were calling for help.

I sped up. Nettie almost lost a grip on my arm, but she increased her pace to keep up with me.

We broke through the trees and found ourselves in another clearing, just like the one we’d left not so long ago.

Curled on the clover and wildflowers in the middle of this space was something out of the sexiest nightmare ever.

Her skin was a gradient of white to pink. And I actually mean white and pink. Not human skin tones.

Thick black hair grew down to her mid-back. Her face was terrifying, especially because of how beautiful I found it. Her mouth was wide, with full, pink lips, that were currently pursed to make that keening sound I’d heard. She stopped the sound when we entered the clearing, and her lips parted to reveal perfect white teeth. The canines were long and sharp.

Her ears were long, but unlike Lilly’s, they were rounded, and covered in pink and white fur. They were goat ears.

Where eyes should have been, a pair of white ram’s horns grew and wrapped around the side of her head, just above her ears.

She was lying in the fetal position, but she uncurled herself as we approached.

As she rose to her feet. No, they weren’t feet. Her legs were covered in red fur, and she had hooves.

As she rose to her hooves, I saw she was completely nude. Her breasts were large and heavy, a paler pink than the rest of her, and tipped with bright red nipples, and the bulge of her vulva was visible amidst fur.

She stood a full head taller than me.

She stretched out a hand toward us, pleading. It was a slender hand, her long fingers each ending with a black stiletto claw.

Her other hand was pressed to her side. Blood was pouring from between her fingers. It was a red so dark that it was almost black. She let out another pitiful keening sound.

Nettie released my arm and moved across the clearing toward the creature.

She stopped her keening and took a startled step back from Nettie, who froze at the alarm.

The strange woman turned her face from Nettie to me. She had no eyes for me to read emotion, but the way she tilted her head told me she trusted me but not this other woman.

“It’s okay,” I said, stepping slowly toward her. “We can help.”

“Help?” she said, her voice high and lilting. She tilted her head far to the side as she considered the shape of the word in her mouth.

“Yes,” Nettie said. “I can heal you. Will you let me?”

“Heal?” she responded, tilting her head the other way, then back. “Yes, heal.” She turned so her injured side was facing Nettie and removed her hand.

As she did so, the blood spurted out even faster. There was something lodged in her side. It looked like a broken knife blade from where I was.

Nettie immediately rushed to the creature’s side and placed her hands over the injury, trying to keep as much blood inside as possible.

She bowed her head in silent prayer.

Her patient threw her head back and hissed in pain.

The length of steel in her side pushed its way out and fell to the clover below without a sound. It was a blade of some kind.

Nettie kept her hands in place for a few moments more, then removed them. The sleeves of her white hoodie were now stained dark red, so she just used one of them to wipe away what blood was left to reveal a smooth expanse of light pink skin.

The strange woman tilted her head, angling her face as though she were looking at her side. Maybe she could actually see.

She looked from Nettie to me then back to Nettie, head tilting back and forth rhythmically. Finally, settled her eyeless gaze on me and pointed with one of her long, sharp nails. “Leasher,” she said. Then she moved the finger and gently poked Nettie with the finger pad. “Leash.”

“Yeah, I’m a Leasher. Were you calling for me?”

She jerked her head in an approximation of a nod. She pointed to herself, settling a finger between her large breasts. “Leash.”

“Yes, I can tell. I can feel it.” I put a hand to my chest.

She grinned as I did that. Her mouth was wide, stretching well past what could be considered normal for a human. It was feral and made my heart beat faster, urging me to run from that place.

She kept one hand between her breasts and waved me closer.

Nettie was still kneeling in front of her, watching the exchange. I moved to her side, forcing myself not to run.

She reached out slowly, tilting her head to consider me, maybe waiting for me to run away. When I didn’t, she gently took one of my hands and replaced hers on her chest. Her skin felt electric to my touch, and her lips parted slightly, a soft whine escaping.

Her heart was beating as fast as mine. But hers was not with fear. I knew that the second I touched her.

“Bond,” she said. “Want to bond.”

“Okay,” I said. “How?”

She pulled me back and away from Nettie. When Nettie went to rise, she held up her free hand, palm out and pointed back at the ground.

Nettie looked at me, and I shrugged. “Your call,” I said.

She sat back down, face contorting in worry.

Once we were a few paces away, the creature returned her full attention to me. “Name?” she asked.

“You can call me Jamie,” I said.

“Fawn,” she said.

“Your name is Fawn?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Call me Fawn.”

“Okay. Fawn.”

“Jamie Bond Fawn.”

“That’s the plan. How do you want to do that?”

She was still holding my hand to her chest, and she eased it up until I was cupping one of her heavy tits.

She leaned in close, mouth brushing my ear. “Fuck me, Jamie.”

❖

Fawn turned away from me and slowly lowered herself to her knees. She rubbed her bare ass against my crotch as she went. She had a short tuft of a tail that lifted itself up to grant me access.

I glanced over at Nettie, worried this might be too much for her. I needed to bond another Leash, but I wouldn’t do so at the expense of Nettie’s feelings. She was watching intently. She met my eyes and nodded furiously.

I blinked in surprise at that.

“Really?” I asked.

She nodded again, eyes wide with excitement.

Kept surprising me, that one.

I turned back to Fawn, who had now fully assumed the position.

Her ass was up, and her face was resting on the soft clover. She was waiting for me, making that soft whine she’d made earlier.

I wasn’t sure I could do this, but then Fawn moved her backside into me again, rubbing up and down. Even through my jeans, I could feel the shape of her lips parting over me, and she pulled away, leaving a visible wet spot.

I was already hard, I realized. When had that happened? Maybe when she’d first stood up and I’d seen all of her. Her heavy tits, her plump pussy.

She was monstrous, and that terrified me. But she was also beautiful, and that terrified me in other ways.

I glanced over at Nettie again to find that she had settled onto the ground and was rubbing herself over her pants.

She wanted this. Maybe more than I did.

Fawn backed into me again, her whining more insistent, her pussy even wetter than before.

I undid my pants and let my cock out.

The whine turned to a growl of anticipation.

“Yes,” Fawn said. “Bond. To Bond, Jamie must mate.”

If that’s what it took.

I grabbed her by her waist. Her skin was even warmer than before. It was smooth and soft, and her fur was silky and fine.

Before I could even guide myself in, she moved herself backward again, growling as she did so, mouth opening in hungry anticipation.

Her aim was perfect, and I entered her with a wet slap as she slammed herself against me, sheathing me to the hilt.

She let out a sound that was half-growl-half-moan and moved herself back and forth over me.

I tightened my grip on her waist and moved in time with her. As she moved toward me, I thrust into her, and as she pulled away, I did the same. Each stroke was the full length of my cock, I almost popped out every time, but we stopped just short of that.

As I moved inside her, the world around me began to shift and warp. For a moment I thought I might have been floating, or maybe hanging upside down. My heart jumped at the sensation of falling through the air. But despite that, I kept thrusting.

She was warmer inside than any woman I’d ever been with, and that scared me. Thrilled me. I was afraid I might burn up from the inside out. That when I came I would combust and regret absolutely nothing.

She rose onto her hands, not changing her movement, and arched her back so her head was within reach.

I released her waist and wrapped a hand around each of her horns. She made a sound that was almost a goat’s bleat.

It was almost too much. Too animal. But she was still a woman, and now that I’d started, I couldn’t stop.

I pulled her up off her hands and held her in place by her horns. I angled her slightly for Nettie, so the other woman would be treated to the view of the bouncing tits and gasping mouth.

Nettie had removed her pants and was furiously masturbating as she watched.

The world folded in on itself again, and I felt the weight of the open sky above me pushing down and demanding my essence, like fruit being pressed for juice.

I pushed past it. Ignored the fever burning my body alive, and I kept thrusting.

Fawn had stopped moving herself, and was now just gasping with every inward motion I made. “Ah, ah, ah, ah.” It wasn’t the bleating of a goat, I realized now, but it was bestial. It was the sound of a wild animal in heat that was finally able to act on her natural urges. It was the sound of a woman who needed intimacy.

She jerked back farther, straightening her back almost fully. I had to release her horns and wrap my arms around her waist as she brought her head next to mine. Her horn scraped a gash in my cheek, but I ignored the pain as I changed my angle slightly and kept thrusting up inside her.

She moved her face to my bleeding cheek and licked away the blood before biting my ear and whispering again. “Thank you, thank you.” She moaned and growled and made that bestial sound of pleasure directly in my ear.

I brought a hand up and cupped a heavy, pink breast. She moved her own hand over mine and directed me in how she liked her tit massaged. I obliged as I kept up my pace.

Then she shuddered again and fell back to the ground, burying her face in the clover and flowers.

A few paces away, Nettie was climaxing, her moan of pleasure mingling with Fawn’s.

The sound of both of them was more than I could take, and I finished.

I felt the fire start in my cock. It was just as I had suspected. I knew I would burn up if I finished inside this monster of a woman. Like a candle, I felt myself burn from my tip to the top of my head. The flames spread, and I screamed as my seed filled Fawn.

She screamed with me. Our voices synced. Memories flashed between us. I saw her bending over a stream to drink. Dark shapes with blades and arrows. She ran, bleeding.

She saw me cradling Lilly and Amber after a battle with a dragon. Nettie healing me as I fought the angler. Every moment of near death as we both experienced the same climax.

I was floating, like before. Disoriented, I found myself lost in an endless sky with no land in sight. The fever consumed me fully. Then I fell.

I landed on my back in the clearing, gasping for breath. I was still coming, my dick twitching from an orgasm that should have ended already. It was too much, and I arched my back with pleasure. There was nothing left in me to come out, but still I came.

Then it stopped, and I fell fully to the ground.

Fawn rose to her full height and towered over me. She smiled as she bent down and offered me a hand, which I accepted after just a moment’s hesitation.

The warmth of her skin was still there, but lessened, and I no longer felt the burning in my chest that indicated a potential Leash. But I felt the new bond at the back of my mind. In fact, I felt all of them more sharply than before. I could even feel the mixture of shame and satisfaction coming from Nettie.

“I hope that was not too much for you,” Fawn said. “It was the only way I could think of to fully learn your language. I also really needed a good fuck.”
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Nettie avoided my eyes as she healed the small cut on my cheek from Fawn’s horn. Fawn stood to the side, patiently waiting for us to finish.

“You okay?” I asked Nettie.

She blushed furiously but nodded. “I’m fine. Um, I liked that.”

“I did as well,” Fawn said. Stepping in and cupping Nettie’s face with her long slender fingers. She turned Nettie’s face up towards her own. “Thank you for healing me, my Bondwife.”

“Wife?” Nettie squeaked.

“You have the scent of Jamie on you. Are you not his mate? He and I are mates now, and I am happy to share him with you, if it has not been made official. I have heard human customs are strange and arbitrary.”

Nettie stared up, mouth open, unable to find any words.

I stepped in to save her.

“Fawn,” I said. “Thank you for bonding me.”

“Of course, my mate,” she answered, releasing Nettie and turning to me. “You and my Bondwife saved me. I would have died. The blades of the hunters can poison one such as myself if not properly treated. I made a pact with the trees that I would give myself to any that could save me. And you saved me. I am lucky you are a Leasher. Any other may have just claimed me, either as a trophy or a meal.”

“The hunters? I think I saw them when we, uh, finished. They found you while you were drinking.”

“Yes.”

“This might be a dumb question. But how safe are we out here?” I asked.

“It is never safe in these woods. Especially not for beings like us. Leashers are not the only things that seek us. Nettie and I would make fine trophies for the hunters.”

“So we should probably get out of here, then,” I said.

“Do you have a safe place?” she asked.

“We do. It’ll be tight, but I think our room can fit all three of us.”

“Do you remember the way?” Nettie asked, voice suddenly panicked.

“Ah, fuck,” I said.

Nettie was too concerned to be bothered by the swearing.

“You came from that direction,” Fawn said, pointing to one edge of the clearing. “I can smell both of you clearly on that trail.”

“Do you think you can find the path we took?” I asked.

“Of course, my mate. If that is your desire.”

I wanted to tell her to just call me Jamie, but I was getting a weird thrill every time she called me her mate. She had a warmth to her voice when she said it that was intoxicating.

She lowered her torso, so it was almost parallel with the ground. She turned her head back and forth and sniffed the air softly.

Then she walked out of the clearing. “Stay close,” she said without turning back. “The way may change as we go.”

I did my best not to stare at her haunches as we went. But they moved so enticingly with every step.

My cock still burned from the intense orgasm, and I wondered if I could even survive another one like that.

Nettie had returned to her spot at my side and was clinging to my arm as we navigated the path Fawn found for us.

We broke out from under the trees again and were in the picnic area Nettie and I had found earlier.

“Thank God,” I said. Being on familiar ground felt good.

Fawn stood up straight, head tilting to the side, and ears twitching wildly. “We are not alone,” she whispered. Through our bond, there was a pulse of fear.

I acted on that fear and immediately pulled Nettie with me so all three of us were together, then I surrounded us with a wall of shields on every side.

I quickly checked my mana level and was shocked to see that I was still at almost full charge. The power jump from bonding Fawn had apparently been significant.

I’d thrown the shields up just in time. An iron-tipped spear bounced off the air directly next to Fawn. The weapon had been aimed at her chest.

Fawn spun in the direction the spear had come from, dropping into a crouch. She held her hands out, claws ready. Her lips parted in a snarl.

Half a dozen humanoid shapes appeared from the trees around the clearing. Their skin tones varied from ash gray to coal black. They all stood about five feet tall and were broad as a barn.

Aside from a simple tunic, the only thing each of them wore was a frankly disgusting amount of weaponry.

The lead figure strode forward, drawing a curved sword and leveling it at us. He shouted something in a guttural, barking language.

Fawn’s snarl turned into a growl, and she charged forward. She grabbed the top of the shield between her and the hunters and launched herself up in the air.

As soon as she was in the air, four of the hunters threw the spears they had prepared. All of them had perfect aim.

But I had what now felt like a bottomless pool of energy, and I threw up four shields. The spears bounced off the shields uselessly.

Fawn landed next to the lead hunter. His mouth dropped open in surprise, showing a row of yellowed and sharpened teeth. He started a swing of his sword. It would have actually been some impressive reaction time if Fawn weren’t faster.

She slashed out with her left hand. I couldn’t even register the movement before she’d already dashed away toward the next hunter.

The first staggered to the side, four clean cuts opening in his neck. Black blood fountained out, raining down onto the fresh-cut grass of the picnic area.

Fawn reached her second target, swiping once with each hand across his chest. Eight gushing wounds opened, and the hunter fell to his knees screaming in pain.

A third hunter moved behind Fawn, sword already swinging down. I threw a shield up between the two, and the blade rebounded in the air.

Fawn spun, still crouching, and stabbed around the small shield with fingers close together and claws forward. She punched into the hunter’s chest and through his back. Once out, she opened her hands and dropped his still-beating heart to the ground.

The last three were charging her, spears ready to pin her to the ground.

I summoned a shield in front of each of them, and as they stepped into the invisible barriers, I pushed the shields up into the air, throwing their hands and weapons up, giving Fawn a perfect opening.

She charged in, low to the ground, hands scrambling so she was moving on all fours for a heartbeat.

She slashed up with both hands at the middle hunter, opening him from groin to neck, then threw a hand out in each direction, catching the last two across their throats.

They hit the ground at the same time.

She rose to her full height, breathing heavily as the last of the black blood finished falling around her.

She turned to us, her white and pink body now covered in black gore. She grinned, showing us her too-long canines.

“Thank you, my mate,” she said.

Nettie had tightened her grip on me when the hunters had appeared. Her grip tightened even more as she stared at the bloodstained Fawn. But my Nettie is a healer. She let go and moved over to Fawn. She hesitated only a breath before she sped up.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, reaching out and tentatively touching Fawn’s side.

Fawn shook her head before cupping Nettie’s face again. “Not a scratch, Bondwife. Thank you for your concern.” She leaned down and kissed Nettie’s furrowed brow.

❖

Fawn led us out of the trees and back to the parking lot of the motel. Nettie and I hurried onto the asphalt, immediately feeling safer and more at home.

Fawn, however, paused at the edge of the grass and tilted her head back and forth, taking in this new area.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Forgive me, my mate,” she said. “I just need a moment to prepare. This is the closest I have been to your human world in some time.”

“Close to the human world?” I asked.

“Yes. These woods are in between all worlds, and this place is very close to your world.”

“So the farther into the trees we went, the farther from home we were getting? We’re not just in another world?”

She tilted her head again, angling it towards me. “I do not understand your question, my mate. But this place is not truly a world. It is between the walls of the worlds.”

“Is it possible to get to our world from here?” I asked.

“Of course. We must just find the road.”

I’d had a suspicion for a while that there was a way out of here. A way to get back to Earth. But I’d also sort of consigned myself to the fact that we might have to just wait for Grace to come back and get us. But if we could just find the way, that would be incredible.

And with how much my power had spiked after bonding Fawn, I was feeling confident about my chances.

“The sun is setting,” Fawn announced, pulling me back from my thoughts.

I looked up at the sky, but it looked normal to me. But I suspected she was a better judge of that than I was.

“Our room’s right over here.”

The three of us made our way to our door.

Fawn moved her face back and forth, studying the length of the motel as we went.

I unlocked the door and moved aside to let the women in first. Nettie was already stripping out of her bloodstained hoodie and moving toward the bathroom.

Fawn ducked her head so she could fit through the door. She rose, almost reaching the ceiling of the space.

She looked around and breathed through her nose. “My mate and my Bondwife have made good use of this shelter. I can smell both of you and your pleasure.”

Nettie froze at the door to the bathroom and blushed furiously before disappearing into the other room.

Fawn straightened as the door opened and moved after Nettie. “Oh, this is wonderful,” she said, letting herself in behind the other woman.

Nettie let out a little gasp of surprise at Fawn’s entrance.

I went to the closet and checked our supplies for the day. We still had plenty of food, but it looked like we were down to just a few cans of beer left.

I poked my head into the bathroom to find Fawn trailing a finger in the tub’s water, while her head moved to every angle, absorbing the space.

“How long do you think we have before it gets dark?” I asked.

“Time is not something I understand, I am afraid,” Fawn answered.

“Would I have enough time to get across the street and back?” I asked.

“Perhaps.”

I looked at Nettie. “We only have a few beers left. I was thinking it might be nice to celebrate getting our new Leash? Make Fawn feel welcome?”

“Beer?” Fawn asked.

“Alcohol?” I attempted.

She perked up at that. “Oh, I love to see humans inebriated. Yes, may we celebrate our bonding with that, my mate?”

“I can run and grab a case,” Nettie offered. We’d both grown relatively comfortable in our little civilized section of the woods. And the two of us often made trips back and forth from the convenience store alone. We’d risked trying the food and drinks after the beer from Tabby’s bar hadn’t hurt us.

“May I accompany you, Bondwife?” Fawn asked. “I want to learn more of your world before we travel there. And the reflections here can teach me much.”

Nettie looked at me, expression bordering on fear.

Fawn reached out and gently lifted Nettie’s chin with a finger. “I would never harm you, my Bondwife. Our souls are bonded through our mutual mate and the leashes he has given us. You healed me, and you shared my pleasure in the woods. You are precious to me, and I would only protect you. I promise you this.”

“O-okay,” Nettie said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“No offense shall ever be taken.” Fawn bent down and planted a soft kiss on Nettie’s lips.

The smaller woman turned the brightest shade of red yet.

“Okay,” she said, voice cracking. “You can help me pick out snacks for our party.”

Fawn rose from the kiss and clapped her hands excitedly. I was surprised by the action. “Wonderful. Is sugar still something humans enjoy?”

Nettie let out a nervous laugh. “I think you’re going to like our world if you like sugar.”

I was tempted to go with the two of them, but I suddenly felt like I would be a third wheel if I joined them. Fawn’s assurance to Nettie had convinced the shy woman that she was safe, and she’d almost seemed excited at the prospect of some alone time with Fawn.

So, while they were running across the street, I set to work setting up our little stove.

I grabbed the TV remote and turned it on. We’d found a few channels that had something other than static, and I flipped to one then. It wasn’t a show that ever actually existed, as far as I could tell. Just some black and white sitcom about a dad who always knew best and ended every episode with a lecture to one of his children. Nettie and I hadn’t been able to figure out exactly how many kids he had. But we had confirmed he had at least three wives.

Except for the polygamy aspect, it was one of the most basic sitcoms I’d ever seen. Which made it the perfect background while I started prep for dinner. Prep was honestly a generous word for what I was doing. We were still just eating the freeze-dried stuff, so all I was really doing was boiling water and adding it to the foil bags the food came in.

I realized I didn’t know what Fauna ate, so I grabbed a few different options from the box of meals. Both vegetarian and otherwise. Though with the length of her canines, I suspected the vegetarian was probably unnecessary.

Nettie and Fawn returned about fifteen minutes after they left. Fawn was questioning Nettie about something. “And you are absolutely certain that is a rule everywhere in the human world?”

“Well, maybe not everywhere, but everywhere we’ll be going.” Nettie was blushing again, but didn’t seem upset.

They were both carrying a plastic bag and a case of beer, which they placed just inside the door.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Fawn met Trainee,” Nettie said.

“Oh?” After a few days of our stay here, I’d ventured into the second area of the convenience store. The entity wearing the name tag “Trainee” had not been aggressive. Until I’d tried to take any items without paying. I’d put them back on the shelf, and he had calmed down immediately.

“As soon as Fawn tried to go inside, he came to the first room.”

“Really?” I asked. He’d never done that for me.

“Yeah. He just kept tapping the sign on the window. The no shirt, no shoes, no service one.”

“Nettie has informed me that my appearance will likely cause some humans to be upset. Do you not all enjoy the sight of bare breasts?” She cupped her tits as she asked, the red of the nipples a beautiful distraction.

“I have not met a single honest person who doesn’t enjoy it. But there are some that I think are performative in their objections.”

Fawn tilted her head at me. “Are you appreciating the sight, my mate?”

I realized I was staring and quickly looked away. “Sorry.”

“Do not apologize. I have felt your eyes on me since our bonding, and I find the scrutiny quite pleasurable.”

“Oh, that’s good,” I said. Suddenly very aware of Nettie’s own scrutiny. “Well, I made a lot of extra food tonight. I wasn’t sure what you like, so make sure to try a little of everything.”

Fawn released one breast and reached out to me. She lifted my chin up the way she had been with Nettie, and I suddenly felt very small. Not in a bad way, just an unexpected one.

“My mate, please do not be ashamed of your attraction to me. That, more than anything, would injure me.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I would never be ashamed of that. You are a beautiful creature. I know you know that. But you need to know that I know it, too.”

She smiled. It was a smile full of warmth and love and felt a burning in my crotch.

“Shall we eat?” Nettie asked, distracting me from my sudden urge to mount Fawn again.

The three of us settled down on the grass carpet of the room, and I distributed the meals based on everyone’s preferences. As I expected, Fawn chose the one that was mostly meat.

“This feels strange in my mouth,” she told us.

“Sorry, you probably prefer your meat fresh, yeah?” I asked.

“Very,” she said with a hungry grin.

“Maybe this will help,” Nettie said, tearing a box of beer open. She opened the can and handed it to Fawn.

Fawn accepted the can, raising it to her nose and sniffing. She wrinkled her nose in distaste before moving the beer to her mouth and drinking the entire can in one chug.

“Another, please,” she said, placing the empty can on the ground and holding her hand out.

In the end, Fawn drank a full twenty-four pack herself, Nettie drank six, which was a lot for her, and I drained ten.

“We should all take a bath,” Nettie announced, already rising from her seat and taking her top off. “I don’t want to watch this time,” she said. “Maybe next time. But this time I’m not watching.”

Fawn’s face was flushed a deeper shade of pink, and she tilted her head, considering Nettie with excitement.

“Is that okay?” Nettie asked after neither of us answered her.

“Very much so, my Bondwife.” Fawn moved to her knees and leaned forward. She cupped one of Nettie’s surprisingly plump breasts with one hand and popped the dark nipple into her mouth.

“Oh,” Nettie said.

With her other hand, Fawn pulled me close, getting my face close to Nettie. I understood the prompt and cupped the other breast, mimicking Fawn. I put the other nipple in my mouth.

“Oh,” Nettie said again. “Maybe don’t need a bath. Maybe we can just…” She was already trying to wriggle out of her pants, and I helped her.

Fawn pulled back from the tit and gently scooped Nettie up into her arms and moved the short distance to the bed.

She dropped Nettie onto the pile of pillows and blankets and slid in beside her.

Nettie’s face was bright red, from both the booze and the excitement of what was coming.

Fawn moved to the back of the bed and turned her back to the wall, pulling Nettie up between her legs and turning her around so they were both facing me.

“Come, our mate,” Fawn said. “It is my Bondwife’s turn tonight.”

She held one arm around Nettie’s chest, hand moving from massaging breast to pinching nipple. The other hand, she snaked down between Nettie’s legs.

Nettie opened her legs at Fawn’s prompting, and Fawn eased her hand to Nettie’s pussy. With pointer and ring fingers, she spread her lips open.

“Please, Jamie,” Nettie begged, voice slurring slightly.

I was already moving, removing shirt and then pants, and I was completely naked and erect by the time I arrived in front of the two women.

Fawn was slowly rubbing Nettie with the pad of her middle finger, and I could see and hear that Nettie was already wet enough for me.

“Do it, our mate,” Fawn said. “Then, once she is sated, you will do the same for me.”

That sounded just fine to me.
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Eventually, we did move to the tub. The early hours of the morning found the three of us floating on our backs, heads together, staring up at the stars on the ceiling.

“How many other Leashes do you have, my mate?” Fawn asked.

“Two,” I said. “No, wait, there’s another one. I have five altogether, but I don’t know who the last one is.”

“That is unusual, to bond without knowing.”

“I know. But I apparently bonded Amber when we were kids, so maybe I did the same to someone else without realizing it?”

I had the sudden fear that maybe I’d leashed an ex before we’d broken up.

“Tell me of the Leashes you know of, at least,” Fawn said.

“Lilly and Amber,” I said. “Amber is my oldest friend. Known her since we were little. Grew up together. Lilly is an elf of the Glade. She came to our world to find me. To bring me into the game.”

“And you have mated them?” Fawn asked.

“He’s only mated Lilly,” Nettie answered for me. “But he loves Amber, too.”

“That is wonderful, my mate,” Fawn said. “We must make sure you mate her soon.”

“I don’t know how she’d feel about that,” I said. “I think Lilly will be okay with the whole Bondwife thing, but I’m not sure about Amber.”

“But you love her?” Fawn asked. “That should be enough. Unless those feelings are not returned?”

“Doesn’t always work that way in our world,” I said.

“I see. Confusing and arbitrary,” Fawn answered.

“I hope Lilly is okay sharing,” Nettie said. “Because I really like it. And I don’t know her, but she has a kind face.”

“She’s the best,” I said. “Before I could use my powers, she was always protecting me. Teaching me. I think she’d really like both of you.”

“An elf of the Glade,” Fawn said thoughtfully. “I do not know the Glade, but I am aware of elves. They can be just as fickle as humans. I am excited to get to know her. And I will do my best to help convince the other, Amber, to become my Bondwife, as well. Then I can protect my mate and all who cherish him.”

I turned my head so I could stare at Fawn beside me. She turned to meet my stare. Every time I felt the pressure of her observation, however she did that, I felt like a rabbit being considered by a wolf. She was monstrous and terrifying, but safe, somehow. She was beautiful in the most primal way, and I was incredibly lucky that she had accepted me as her Leasher. Or, I guess, her mate, as she liked to remind me constantly.

“What is it, my mate?” she asked. “You seem to be lost in thought.”

“Just thinking how lucky I am,” I said. “Just hoping I can deserve that loyalty.”

“Oh, you do.” She moved a hand up from the water to touch my cheek. “And if you don’t feel worthy, Nettie and I will do our duty as Bondwives to ensure you know it to be true.”

I moved my hand up to take hers. Her mouth opened in surprise at that for some reason, then settled into a content smile. Even without eyes, her face was so much more expressive than I’d have thought possible.

“Okay,” I said, turning my gaze back to the shifting ceiling of stars, “we need to plan. I don’t want to leave Amber and Lilly with Ironwood any longer than I have to. Even if Grace is looking after them like I want to believe. Whether I’m strong enough or not, I need to try. And now that I know we can just leave this place, I want to try soon.”

Nettie reached up from her place on my other side and grabbed my other hand. The two of them squeezed my hands gently in support of my goal.

“Fawn, do you know how we can find our way back home?”

“It varies, world to world, but for yours, the path will be the most familiar to you.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“There will be a door or a passage somewhere nearby that opens onto a path that any from your world will recognize. Even if they have never seen it, they will know it.”

Nettie and I looked at each other, dawning horror on both our faces.

“Oh, shit,” I said.

“Agreed,” Nettie said, still not willing to swear, but finally accepting of my doing it.

“What is it?” Fawn asked.

“I think I know where we need to go. This path? How long do you think it will take?”

She considered that for a while. Head moving back and forth in the water as she made her calculations. “Time is not something I am good with, but distance is a little easier for me. It will likely be as far as we can walk in a day, for seven days.”

“That’s actually a pretty decent time-based answer, Fawn. I don’t know if you realize that.”

“Is it? Oh good. I was really trying.”

❖

We spent the next day packing. Fawn had calculated a week, so I wanted to make sure we had double that in supplies. Grace had been kind enough to leave several bags with us, including one decent-sized hiking pack and a surplus of camping gear.

I was able to get enough food for fourteen days, split between three bags, as well as a tightly rolled sleeping bag for each of us. We packed a couple of days’ worth of clothes for Nettie and me, and all the hygiene essentials we might need.

The only thing I wasn’t sure about was water. Would be hard to pack that much with us, so we packed what we could and hoped we’d be able to find more as we went.

We also took an inventory of the clothes Grace had stuck in the closet, and we were able to find a button-up plaid shirt that barely fit Fawn. None of the t-shirts would fit over her horns, and even if they had, her breasts were so large that they would have been uncomfortable for her. She was able to squeeze her two monster tits into this shirt, though. Then, with a pair of sweatpants, she was almost modest. Her tail prevented the pants from going as high as they were probably supposed to, which I wasn’t going to complain about.

She was so tall, though, that the shirt that was far too large for me turned into a crop top on her.

Her wearing clothes also had the unexpected side effect of making me weirdly more horny for her. I knew what was underneath, but I just wanted to see it more.

In her strange way of knowing what I was thinking, she took a very obvious joy in that revelation.

Now that she was dressed, she and Nettie made a trip to the convenience store to stock up on enough snacks to help us stay sane for at least a week of travel. Nettie and I were already tiring of the prepackaged camping food, and needed the preservative-packed junk food to keep us going.

Turned out hooves did count as shoes enough for Trainee not to prevent Fawn’s entry, and the two returned with more than we could actually fit in the bags along with everything else.

Nettie also grabbed another case of beer. “Just one more night before we leave,” she said.

Before sunset, the three of us made our way over to Tabby’s bar. I poured us beers from the tap as Nettie taught Fawn how to play pool. The monster woman turned out to be a natural and wiped the floor with us.

I maintained my perfect record in Tekken Tag, though.

We left before it got dark. Nettie was just drunk enough to ask for whatever she wanted. What she wanted was to drink more back in the room, and to watch me fuck Fawn again.

The cuck chair was used for its original purpose, and she masturbated furiously as Fawn and I had sex in the bed.

The next morning we all dressed and prepared to check out for the last time. The stove was packed in the bag on Fawn’s back, so breakfast was prepackaged doughnuts from the convenience store and an energy drink each.

We made our way to the front office and stood there in silence for a few moments, considering the door Nettie and I knew we had to open.

“Is that the door?” Fawn asked of the gray door at the far end of the room.

“That’s the one,” I answered.

I pulled the room key out of my pocket and slapped it down on the front desk. I’d brought it with me from our world, but somehow, that still felt like the right thing to do.

“Ready?” I asked the two of them.

Nettie nodded before taking her usual place at my side. Fawn moved to my other side, giving her own nod in answer.

“Then here we go.”

We stepped forward, and I pushed the door open.

On the other side of the door, the carpet may have once been white, but now it was a dirty yellow color. The wallpaper was the same color. And the occasionally flickering fluorescent lights did nothing to change the theme.

It smelled of dust and slightly of mildew. Fawn wrinkled her nose in disgust. “This is the path all humans recognize?” she demanded.

“Welcome to the backrooms, my mate,” I said, and closed the door behind us.


Part Four
THE LEASHER
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The backrooms were a blur of yellow halls, wrong turns, and monsters that we mostly just outran. Fawn did kill one, a thing made up of skinny limbs and very little torso.

Nettie named one we met in a section that looked like every grandparent’s basement. It mostly ignored us as we set up our sleeping bags on the carpet in front of the old box television.

I also figured out how to tie off my shields and hold them in place indefinitely. We were being chased by a swarm of football-sized spider-things, and I shoved a shield up in a doorway we ran through. It stuck around at least long enough for us to find a more secure door to lock between us and them.

A lot more happened, obviously, but every day was so much more of the same. We never did find any staircase or ladder to other levels. No water park or suburban neighborhood. Just endless halls with flickering lights and the occasional abandoned mall or basement.

It took seven days, just as Fawn had guessed. At least we stopped and slept seven times, as felt appropriate. It was impossible to actually tell time. But it felt like seven days, so Nettie and I made sure to praise Fawn for her accurate measurement of time. She swelled with pride as we did.

It was a rough seven days. I need to make that clear. We did not fuck once. It was so quiet we were afraid that any noise would alert the things we knew were waiting around every corner to our presence, and there was no way we were risking Nettie’s screaming.

It was what we guessed was the late afternoon of the seventh day when we found the gray door. It looked identical to the one we’d taken to get here, and for a moment I was terrified we’d just made some awful loop.

I pushed the door open, and we stepped through. We were in the front office of the motel, but it wasn’t the one from that in-between place. It was our world. The wallpaper and the carpets agreed with my memories.

And Finly Stook was lying in the center of the room bleeding out from a bullet to the gut.

“Mr. Stook!” Nettie rushed across the distance between us and the man on the floor.

Fin was writing in pain, both hands clasped over the bleeding wound.

He stopped writhing even before Nettie reached him. As she dropped to her knees and bowed her head, he was already sitting up. The bullet that had been in his gut fell to the carpet.

“Nettie?” he said.

Nettie lifted his shirt to reveal smooth, unbroken skin.

I’d wondered how Nettie’s powers might improve as I gained Leashes, and it looked like range was at least one potential area for growth. She’d healed him before she’d even reached his side.

“What happened, Mr. Stook?” Nettie asked.

“I got shot, I think. Some men in suits kicked the door in. I—what happened to you, girl? You look like you’ve been through it.”

Nettie had just spent the last seven days traipsing through a liminal horror dimension without access to a shower, so Fin was fair in asking that question.

“You said men in suits?” I asked, dropping next to him on the floor.

“Yes, I—Jamie! You’re okay? They said they were looking for you. When I didn’t say anything, they shot me, I...” He trailed off when his gaze moved past me to Fawn.”

“What is going on?” he demanded.

“I’ll explain in a second, but you need to tell me first. The men in suits? They were just here?”

“They took Amber and Lilly, Jamie. I’m so sorry.” He was tearing up as he turned back to me. “Loaded them into their helicopter.”

“But that was weeks ago,” I insisted.

“I told you, my mate,” Fawn said, crossing the distance, “time is not real.”

Fin crab crawled back away from Fawn. “It can talk?”

“Yes, she can,” I said, irritated at the old man’s fear, despite it being perfectly valid.

I turned to Fawn. “So, we came back basically right when we left?”

“If that is how you can understand it, yes.”

A knot that had been present in my chest for almost a month undid itself. Amber and Lilly hadn’t been Ironwood’s prisoners this entire time. I hadn’t been failing them every day I wasn’t actively searching for a way out.

“Is my brother okay?” Nettie asked Fin. “Have you seen him?”

“I don’t know. I’ve kind of been here bleeding to death, so…”

“Sorry,” Nettie said.

“No, I’m sorry. That was rude of me. You just saved my life. I’m sorry; it has just been a day. With Jamie and his friends and the gunshots and,” his gaze drifted to Fawn briefly, “everything.”

I couldn’t hear the helicopter, so we’d arrived at least a few minutes after it had taken off. I reached out to the spot in the back of my mind where I could sense my Leashes. Nettie and Fawn were right there. Nettie’s anxiety thrummed through the connection as I inspected it. I was still learning how to interpret Fawn’s emotions, but I thought I caught some worry for her Bondwife.

Two that I knew to be Lilly and Amber were moving away rapidly. Too far for me to focus on emotions, apparently. Guess that needed to be in close proximity. Then there was the fifth. Very close. Just across the street, in fact.

“Oh,” I said. “Hey, Net?”

She turned from Fin. “Yeah?”

“Your brother’s okay. He’s just across the street. I can tell he’s freaking out, but he’s fine.”

“Huh?”

“I think he’s my fifth Leash.”

“What?”

“He gave me a deal on the first aid supplies for Lilly and Amber, and I said I’d help him find a job. He called it a pact. Apparently, that’s all it took to bond him… Sorry.”

“I’m going to go check on him,” she said, jumping to her feet and running to the door.

“I will come with you,” Fawn said.

“No, Fawn. Please stay here with me. You stand out a little too much here.”

“Very well.” She settled back against the wall, frowning.

I could feel her displeasure.

“I really am sorry. We’ll figure out a way you can move around without drawing attention. Nettie’s brother just had a rough night. He might not be prepared to see you.”

“But he is your Leash? Why should he be afraid of me?”

“I don’t think he knows he’s my Leash,” I said.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Fin said, raising a hand, “but what the fuck is going on?”

“It is a long story, Fin. But if you have time, I’m happy to share it. But I have a request first.”

“Sure, what’s that?”

“I’m assuming our room isn’t really safe anymore?”

“I haven’t checked, but I saw them carrying your girls out to the chopper. So, probably kicked the door in.”

“Yeah… do you have an empty room we could use for the night? I can pay you back.”

He shook his head. “You’re fine. You paid me for a room, you get to use a room. And you all look like you are in serious need of a shower.”

“You have no idea,” I said.

❖

Nettie found her brother, and after making sure he was okay, she sent him home without really telling him anything.

She met us back at the motel in the room Fin had quickly prepared for us.

While Nettie and Fawn each took turns showering, I went to check on our first room.

The door had been kicked open. The frame was practically in splinters. Both Amber and my bags were gone, too.

I’d been able to keep it in for almost a month, but now I dropped onto the edge of one of the beds and rested my face in my hands.

“Fuck.”

I repeated the word until it no longer had any meaning.

I still didn’t really have anything approaching a plan. I’d allowed myself to be distracted in that other place. To let myself just have a little honeymoon with Nettie. Let that be my focus instead of Lilly and Amber.

Maybe Lilly would have been safe if it weren’t for her bread and salt. If she hadn’t teleported in to save me.

I knew that wasn’t true, though. Ironwood’s goons would have found her.

And Amber. I couldn’t remember seeing her as happy as after that transformation. And now she was gone. Taken by some asshole in a fancy suit. Some rich prick who thought he could do whatever he wanted just because he had money and power and an army of other assholes in suits.

I wasn’t going to let that stand. I couldn’t let it. There was no way I was going to let that smug cunt win this.

I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down. I’d already half convinced myself I’d lost them before, and I would not let that be a possibility again.

Fin had warned me I likely wouldn’t have long before the local authorities showed up, so I needed to be in the new room before long, but I took some time to collect my thoughts and try to remember what to me had been a month ago.

Before Ironwood had shown up, I’d been out of power. But I’d somehow regained enough to use my shields. Not just that, but I’d been able to summon more at once. Had more control.

And that had likely been thanks to Gareth. The poor kid had accidentally made a deal with me. I’d been so grateful for his generosity and kindness that I’d accidentally bonded the guy.

I’d been able to confirm what Lilly had said, that with every Leash my power would grow. Apparently, the growth from Gareth had been enough to refill some of my mana.

I was relieved Nettie had thought to send Gareth home. No point in getting him mixed up in this if I could help it. And his getting hurt would likely be the thing that made Nettie hate me. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that were an option.

I figured I still had a few minutes before the cops arrived and hurried across the street.

Maybe I was half expecting Grace to be waiting there, but she wasn’t.

I found the three guys I’d killed. I searched their pockets and found three matching money clips. Each held a couple hundred bucks. One had a key fob. It was likely to the car parked outside.

I dropped the fob back into the pocket.

I grabbed a couple of bags from behind the counter and filled them with food from the store. It made me slightly nostalgic for my time in the other world with Nettie. Without realizing it, I’d grabbed all the snacks we’d shared.

Then I hurried back to the motel.

Fawn and Nettie were cuddled up on one of the beds.

Fawn had opted not to redress herself after her shower and was wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around her hair. Nettie was wearing a bathrobe.

They both sat up as I let myself in.

“Are you okay, my mate?” Fawn asked. “You were upset earlier.”

“You could tell that?” I asked.

“Our bond works both ways,” she said.

“Can you sense that?” I asked Nettie.

She shook her head.

“I am maybe more adept at reading things others cannot see,” Fawn added.

“That makes sense. No, I’m okay. I was just thinking about Amber and Lilly, and that made me angry. I want to get this guy, you know? Make him pay.”

“We will help as we can.”

“Yeah,” Nettie agreed. “I’ve gotten a lot better at healing. Did you see how far away I was from Mr. Stook when I healed him? I didn’t even have to pray. Just think about how I wanted to heal him.”

“I noticed,” I said. “I always knew you were a badass.”

“I am so proud of you, Bondwife,” Fawn said, kissing Nettie’s forehead.

She beamed up at us. “Thanks.”

“I am going to jump in the shower,” I told them. “Then we’re going to figure our shit out. Yeah?”

Our week in the back rooms had been rough. The shower made me feel like a brand new person.

I sat under the steaming water far longer than I would have normally. And when I climbed out, I had the shape of a plan in my mind.

Did I think it was a particularly good plan? No, not at all, but it felt good to have some direction after so long of feeling lost.

When I walked out of the bathroom, I found Nettie gripping the headboard of the bed and moaning.

Fawn’s face was buried between Nettie’s legs, and she was aggressively licking the other woman’s pussy.

Nettie glanced over at me through hooded eyes and smiled before losing herself in another moan.

Fawn was on her knees, ass up as she ate.

As it so happened, this had been the first part of my plan.

I dropped my towel to the floor and moved behind Fawn.

Without prompting, she lifted her tail to grant me access.

I ran a hand up and down the length of her opening and pulled away with my fingers coated in her juices.

I pushed myself inside her, and she gave a soft bleat of pleasure.
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Fin was a huge help the next day. I gave him one of the money clips I’d stolen from the dead thugs the night before and sent him out with a list.

Most of it was fresh clothes for me and the women, but I also requested he rent a full-size van. Along with a few incidental things I thought we might need for the road.

While we waited for him to get back, I logged onto the computer he had in his office behind the front desk.

He’d given me his password and permission to use as much printer paper as I needed.

I pulled up a search, prepared to begin my work, but I stopped. Instead of doing my intended search, I logged into my personal email.

I suspected this might be a bad idea. For all I knew, this was going to throw up alarms in some IT office at Ironwood’s company, but I wanted to know.

There was one message in my inbox. It was from HR.

I’d been fired. I’d missed multiple days of work without informing anyone of my absence.

I did a quick search about my apartment building, and, as expected, there was a news report stating the building had burned down the week before.

I wondered if HR knew I was now homeless. Or that I may have died in a fire. I couldn’t help but think that the firing had nothing to do with my missing work, but that I no longer had a physical address.

Whatever, it didn’t matter.

I returned to the search engine and typed in “Dean Ironwood.”

It was everything Amber had already found, but I pushed through until I had found what I needed. I printed the pages that I thought might come in handy before logging off.

Fin arrived shortly after that with a white van that screamed “Stranger danger,” and all the items I’d requested.

I backed the van as close to our door as I could get it and opened the back door so Fawn could go from room to van with as little time being visible as possible.

She was still a little upset that I apparently didn’t want people to see her, but she at least seemed to understand that her appearance made most people uncomfortable.

It was a long drive back home. It would be a couple of days of straight driving, but that was why I’d asked for the bigger van. We would be able to sleep comfortably in there when necessary and stay moving as long as possible.

“Thanks again, Fin,” I said to the old man. “And I’m sorry I brought all this trouble to you.”

He scoffed at that. “Nothing to apologize for, Jamie. Just take care of little Nettie, alright? We’re gonna need her back here in one piece, okay?”

“As long as I have any strength left, nothing’s going to hurt her.”

I tried to slip him another of the money clips, but he refused.

I climbed into the driver’s seat and we took off.

Nettie was seated next to me, and Fawn had spread out in the back. We’d taken the seats out and filled the back with as many pillows and blankets as Fin was willing to give us. It was very close to what our little nest had looked like back in the other world.

Fawn waited a total of no time at all before stripping out of the clothes Fin had bought for her.

At some point in the drive, Nettie undid her seatbelt and joined Fawn in the back.

I had to force myself not to listen to the sounds they made. If I didn’t have a mission to accomplish, I would have pulled over and joined them.

They rewarded my patience when I finally pulled over for the first night. I found a mostly empty truck stop, shut off the engine and climbed into the nest with the two sleeping women.

They both woke almost immediately.

Nettie moved up, putting my head in her lap. She rubbed my temples gently, massaging away the stress of the long day behind the wheel.

Fawn was a little more direct with her help. She pulled my pants down and took my cock in her mouth.

She swallowed every last drop she pulled from me, then they both took a place on either side of me and we slept in one big pile.

The next couple of days were more of the same.

Nettie and I used any public restrooms we needed as we went, but for Fawn, we found isolated rest stops with little or no traffic.

I think someone may have seen her leaving the facilities at one, but it was well after midnight, and I don’t think they believed themselves that they’d seen what I could only assume most people would interpret as a demon.

I spent the cash I’d looted from the dead thugs to buy us drive-thru and to keep the van full.

And other than those instances, and the few hours of sleep a night, I drove straight back to the city where it had all began.

I kept myself sane through the drive by thinking. That and the occasional hand job from Nettie.

As we got closer to the city, Lilly and Amber were in range again, and I could sense them.

In our original research into Ironwood, we’d discovered that his company headquarters was in the city, and that the prick lived in a penthouse apartment on the top story of the building he owned downtown.

The women were okay. They were alive, at the very least. And they were getting closer with every mile.

But I knew I wasn’t ready to save them yet. I wanted to just march through the front doors and take them back, but even with Fawn to help me fight, and Nettie to heal us, I didn’t think we’d make it very far.

For all I knew, Ironwood still had a dozen Leashes ready to set loose. Even if not, he still had that army of bald dudes with suits and guns. And I wasn’t even sure we could handle them.

I did now Ironwood had at least one Leash left in Grace Hallow. She had said she wanted to bet on me, but I still wasn’t sure how far that went. Would she betray Dean in the end? Or was it only conditional on my actually being able to take the guy?

By the time we reached the city, we’d burned through most of our cash. I hoped I had enough for what I wanted to do.

I pulled the van over a few miles outside of city limits into the lot of a gas station with a bus stop out front.

I dug through one of the bags Fin had purchased for us and unboxed the burner phones I’d requested.

I handed one to Nettie and stuck the other in my pocket.

“I’ll call you when it’s time. If it goes well, that’ll be tomorrow. If not? Well, I’ll still check in every night.”

Nettie nodded. Both she and Fawn were very somber at the prospect of my leaving them.

I counted out half of the cash we had left and gave it to Nettie.

“You two stay safe, okay?”

They drove back away from the city, and I went and waited at the bus stop.

I was dozing on the bus, waiting for the stop I had in mind, when I noticed we were passing through a neighborhood I recognized.

About a year earlier I’d had a conversation with a former coworker about Hartman Witney-McGrath, the owner of Capsulco.

Once we’d both discovered our shared hatred of the man, we vented.

My coworker had once been pulled from his desk to help Hartman with a personal project.

That project had been helping move furniture into the man’s new home office.

He’d been paid his hourly rate while not being reimbursed for mileage to drive from the office to Hartman’s home. His rate was apparently cheaper than paying a moving company.

The point was, from that conversation I’d learned where Hartman lived. I’d even gone so far as having Amber drive past the guy’s neighborhood one night when we’d been hanging out.

That had been the start of my morning ritual of flipping off Hartman’s portrait above the front desk of the Capsulco office building.

I noted the stop as we passed and rode the bus the rest of the way to my destination.

❖

There weren’t many motels within city limits that accepted only cash. The one that I found had both hourly and nightly rates.

I paid the indifferent woman at the front desk enough cash for a week.

She gave me the keys and asked a total of zero questions.

I spent a few hours in the room, getting the rest I’d been denying myself while driving for the last few days.

I woke up around ten and figured it was time to do something.

I had just enough cash left to get myself a meal from a burger place down the street.

It was one of my favorite spots in the city. Made fantastic onion rings. Did them right, too. Onion never unsleeved from the batter.

From there, I was going to go make some more money. And I’d decided exactly how on the bus ride in.

It was well past midnight when I walked up to the tall brick wall that wrapped around the neighborhood that Hartman Witney-McGrath called home.

Every house on the other side of that wall would have been worth multiple millions of dollars even in an economy where the rich weren’t hoarding wealth worse than Smaug’s greedier cousins.

I stopped well before the entry gate. I knew there’d be a security guard with a well-curated list that likely only included rich people and the occasional delivery guy.

I’d spent the last month training with my shields and had learned a few new tricks while trying to survive the abandoned hallways between things.

It was time to put these new skills to work.

I formed a shield. It glimmered for a second, catching the light of a street lamp. I placed it horizontally in front of me and stepped onto it.

I focused on the shield and lifted myself up into the air. I rode it like an elevator to the top of the wall, then floated it over and down.

I stepped off and dismissed it with a thought.

Hartman’s house was the second on the right. It wasn’t the biggest in the area, but it was big enough to piss me off.

I realize it’s petty of me. He didn’t force me to take that shitty job. To stay there as long as I did. But he also did nothing to make me not hate him.

I paced around the house, keeping out of the light of the few streetlights that illuminated the space between this house and the neighbors.

On the second story, there was a balcony with the door open. The lights were on inside.

I walked further around the house to find another window with the lights on. The silhouettes of two figures were visible on the curtains. I recognized Hartman’s shape on the left.

I went back to the open balcony and rode another shield up.

Stepping through the open door, I found the office my old coworker had helped set up. The desk was huge. I could understand why he’d been so pissed about not getting a tip.

Before I moved farther inside, I summoned another shield and positioned it in front of the door that led further into the house and locked it in place.

I ruffled around the desk. There were a few documents I recognized as reports I used to generate. I was a little surprised to learn that Hartman actually reviewed those. I guess David had been right about them being important.

I pulled at one of the drawers. It slid open to reveal a pile of pens. I closed that one and opened the rest, one by one, until one didn’t open.

I inspected the drawer and estimated where the lock would be. Time for another of my new tricks.

I created a small, coin-sized shield inside the drawer, right about where I guessed the lock should be.

I knew it had worked when my mana pool dipped lower than it would have from just summoning a shield.

I’d discovered in the backrooms that I could generate shields inside inanimate objects and cut through them. Just cost a little more than a normal one might.

I pulled the handle, and the drawer opened.

It wasn’t anything too useful. I considered taking one of the checkbooks, but decided against it. I did take the watch and threw it in the backpack I’d brought with me.

I regretted my decision to search the room as my investigation kept bringing up nothing of value.

On a whim, I lifted the corner of a landscape painting that took up a portion of one wall. It swung out like a door.

The safe in the wall reassured me that I had made the right call in coming here.

I repeated the trick I’d used on the locked drawer. It took a few tries for me to catch the lock the right way, and a lot more mana, but eventually the safe swung open.

“Damn, Hartman, don’t trust the bank?” I asked the empty room.

One shelf in the safe held stacks of fresh bills. Another had three small velvet bags that I had high hopes for.

I stuffed as much of the money into my bag as I could, then peeked inside one of the velvet bags.

It was as predictable as I’d hoped: diamonds.

I stuffed the bag of small diamonds into some of the free space between the bills, then shifted the contents of my backpack enough to fit the other two pouches without looking inside.

I didn’t bother to close the safe or the drawers I’d opened. I took some time to circle a few lines of the report on the desk. Hopefully, he’d notice them, if he hadn’t already. Capsulco was losing him money, and it was, at least partially, the accounting department’s fault.
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I woke early the next morning to my new burner phone ringing.

Only one other person in the world knew the number, so I answered immediately.

“Hello?”

“Oh, sorry, did I wake you?” Nettie asked.

“Is fine. What’s up? You guys okay?”

“Is he there?” Fawn said, voice a little muffled.

“Hang on, I’ll put you on speaker,” Nettie said.

“Can he hear us?” Fawn asked. “My mate? How are you? Bondwife and I miss you greatly. How much longer do I need to wait here in this metal box? Are you there?”

“I’m here, Fawn. And I’m sorry, not much longer. I have a few things I need to do to get ready today. The stuff we talked about, you remember?”

“Yes, make sure you get the most expensive one. I believe that matters to humans.”

“It does, for some reason. And I will. Sorry you can’t be here with me.”

“It’s okay, we understand,” Nettie said. “Just call us as soon as it’s time, okay?”

“I promise.”

“Okay. Um… I love you,” Nettie said.

“Love you too, Net. You too, Fawn.”

“Thank you, my mate. My affection for you grows every day.”

We ended the call, and I fell back onto my pillow.

I really wanted to sleep more, but that call had woken me up.

Once I was ready for the day, I left my room and caught the bus.

My first stop was a high-end clothing store. Fawn had said to get the most expensive, so I followed that advice. I used one of my new shiny stacks of bills to buy myself a nice suit. I paid extra so they’d tailor it that day.

I walked down the street while they worked on it and bought myself a nice meal. I’d debated going into one of the high-end restaurants in the area, but in the end I just really felt like pizza. I bought a stack of pies, ate a couple of slices, and took the rest to go.

I took a short walk with my pizza into the neighboring area. Just a block from downtown, there was an overpass with a small tent city.

A guy sitting on the side of the road recognized me. He’d liked to hang out on a bench outside my old building.

He narrowed his eyes as I approached him. “I know you,” he said.

“Yeah, man. Been a little bit, how you doing?” Before he could answer, I handed him one box from my pile. “That’s for you. Think you could do me a favor?”

He opened the box and grinned at the sight inside. “Sure.”

I placed the rest of the pizza next to him. “Can you make sure everyone gets a slice or two?” I handed him a full stack of Hartman’s bills and walked away before he recovered from the shock.

I checked back at the tailor, and they immediately ushered me back into the dressing room and let me try on my threads.

I asked to wear the suit out, and tipped the tailor another full stack of Hartman’s cash as I left.

I walked down the road until I reached what I knew to be the busiest intersection in the city.

I sat down on a bench at one of the truck stops and waited.

A few buses stopped while I was sitting there, but any time the driver raised a questioning brow at my not boarding, I just waved them on.

I closed my eyes and focused on my Leashes.

Nettie and Fawn were there, a few miles out of the city. A little too far away for me to get an accurate read on their emotional states, but I had a good idea about what they might be doing while they waited for me to call.

Gareth was there, even farther away, and still blissfully unaware that he’d accidentally made a deal with this idiot.

And there were Lilly and Amber. Just a few blocks away, really. And I was pretty sure I could feel the emotions from them. One of them was afraid and angry. The other defiant and confident, with only a small smattering of self-doubt.

One of them, I knew, smelled like wildflowers and had eyes that looked like a calm lake reflecting the leaves in springtime.

The other had a smile that could cheer me up no matter what was going on, and who had never once let me down in my entire life.

I was going to save them today. But first, just one more thing to do.

I’d spent enough time psyching myself up, and rose from the bench and moved to the intersection.

I waited until the pedestrian light turned red, then I stepped into the crosswalk. I stopped when I reached the center, held my arms out at my side and turned to face the bus that was coming straight at me.

I made eye contact with the driver the moment he realized I was there and began to lay on the horn.

I forced myself to resist the instinct to summon a shield, and I closed my eyes.

I smelled the flowers first, then I felt her arms wrap around my chest. The sound of the bus’s horn grew quiet and distant.

I opened my eyes and found myself on top of a building overlooking the road I had just been standing on.

Lilly was hugging me tightly and crying. “What took you so long?” she demanded.

❖

I held Lilly at arm’s length so I could look at her. She was just as beautiful as I remembered. Instead of one of Amber’s oversized shirts, she was now dressed in a stylish green dress that emphasized her toned form. I was also relieved to see that she had healed fully from our fight with the dragon.

“I see Dean bought you some new clothes,” I said.

She grimaced. “Oh, he’s very generous. Wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

I tensed. “Did he⁠—”

“No,” Lilly assured me. “I do not believe he has any interest in Amber or myself in that way, but he has been very insistent that we abandon our bonds with you. I don’t know if he truly cares about bonding me, but he is very much convinced Amber is worth his time.”

“How is Amber doing?” I asked.

“Despite the fact that Dean’s witch has her bound and unable to use her powers? She is well. He has a strange healer Leash, and Amber is completely recovered from our battle with the dragon.”

I had so many questions to ask, but I just pulled her into a tight hug. Her hair smelled faintly of a flower I didn’t recognize, but underneath it, it was still her. Her clean sweat, and the ever-present wildflower.

“And what about you? Are you okay?” I pulled back again so I could see her face.

Her eyes misted up for a second. “I have been waiting for you to get me out of there. I was fully recovered days ago. I had assumed you would have attempted something like this much sooner. Where were you?”

“I’m so sorry. I… I have a lot to tell you. We have three more Leashes. I’m a lot stronger. Um… I only just arrived in town yesterday, but that isn’t a good enough excuse. I’m sorry.”

She placed a hand on each cheek and studied my face. “It’s okay. You’re here now.”

“I’m here now. And this is never happening again. To any of you.”

She pulled my face down and kissed me. “Good.”

“I really am sorry it took me so long. I needed to make sure we were ready before we tried to rescue Amber.”

“And you’re ready now?” she asked.

“Almost. Just need to make a call.”

I called Nettie as we made our way back to the motel.

“Who was that?” Lilly asked when I ended the call with an “I love you, too.”

She sounded confused and jealous.

“That was Nettie and Fawn. Two of my new Leashes. I, God, it is a long story, Lilly.”

I gave her the basic rundown of what had happened. Of Grace sending Nettie and me to that other world. Of our bonding, of meeting Fawn.

“I suppose a month can be a long time,” Lilly said.

We’d made it back to the motel, and she was sitting cross-legged on the bed.

She was wearing a pair of slip-on shoes with short heels, and I didn’t know how to feel about it.

I knelt down at the foot of the bed and looked up at her.

“A month is a long time. Especially considering I fell in love with you after just a day.”

“What?” Her eyes opened wide in shock at that.

I pulled her shoes off and gently rubbed her feet before moving my hands up her legs.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I moved both hands up, lifting her dress up enough as I went to grant me access. I grabbed her panties and pulled them down.

She placed a hand on mine to stop me.

“Now? Are you sure? What about Amber?”

“We have an hour or two before Nettie and Fawn get here. I sent them out of the city to keep them safe, in case Dean had eyes on me.”

She looked nervous for some reason, and I could feel that uncertainty echo in the bond, but I could also feel her excitement.

She removed her hand, and I finished removing her panties.

I spread her legs apart, rubbing her thighs up and down, reminding myself how good she felt. Then I moved to her pussy.

I opened her up and moved my mouth to kiss her.

She moaned in delight as I enjoyed my meal. She tasted just how I remembered.

When she told me she was ready, I rose, undressing myself as quickly as I could.

Suits look good, but there’s a little more to take off than a t-shirt and jeans.

Lilly sat there watching me undress. Her legs were up and spread, and her pussy was there, waiting for me. But I needed more than that. I hadn’t seen her. All of her, for so long.

I ran a hand up her arm and her shoulder, sliding it under the sleeves of the dress. With my other hand, I undid the zipper in the back.

I pulled the dress down her arms and over her breasts. She was wearing a delicate black bra.

I felt a sudden rush of anger at the thought of Ironwood picking out the outfit, but the anger changed nothing about how hard my cock was right then.

Lilly undid the bra and tossed it to the side.

I moved my hand over the toned plane of her stomach and up to a breast. I cupped the smooth underside and admired the way those perfect raspberry nipples rested. I pinched one of them, and it grew taught.

Lilly closed her eyes and moaned gently as I twisted the other nipple.

She fell back onto the bed and let me pull the dress off.

She spread her legs wider, moving her hand down to her crotch to spread herself open for me.

The tips of her ears were bright red and twitching up and down in anticipation.

I moved my body until I could meet her eyes. She looked up at me from half-closed lids that opened wide as I stroked her clit with the tip of my penis.

Another moan, and she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in for a kiss.

I kissed her more deeply and passionately than I’d thought possible.

She moved one hand from my back down to my cock. She shifted my angle slightly and gently pulled me in toward her.

I started slow, waiting until she begged for it.

“Please, Master,” she said, the whine almost pathetic.

Only then did I thrust inside her. For her, it had only been a few days, but for me, it had been a month. A month in which not a single day had gone by without my thinking of her and Amber.

Yes, I’d had Nettie, and then Fawn, but I’d still missed Lilly. Missed the feeling of being inside her. Missed the sound of her voice, her smile, the way she teased me and encouraged me.

And, as much as I loved Nettie, and it was so much, I had needed Lilly to hold me.

“Yes, Master, yes. Faster, harder. Oh, please, Master, please fill me up.”

I released all the frustration and fear from the last month as I moved inside her. She held me tight and let me feel safe and warm and loved.

We showered together afterwards. I got hard again before we finished washing up.

When she noticed she turned around and offered herself to me again. I happily accepted.

Afterwards we dressed and waited for the call from Nettie, as I told Lilly my plan.

“Do you think Dean knows where we are?” I asked, more to fill the silence than out of real curiosity.

“I’m sure. Especially now that I’ve escaped, he will have ordered Grace to track me.”

“Which is why we’re making the first move.”

“I’m not completely sold on your plan, but I am excited to see how much you’ve grown, Master.” She gave me a teasing smile as she used the title, and I couldn’t help but grin back.

The room’s phone rang, and we both looked at it in surprise.

“Does anyone else know you are here?” Lilly asked.

I shook my head before moving over to the phone. I hesitated a little longer, letting it ring twice more, before picking up the receiver.

“Hello, Jamie,” Dean Ironwood said with his infuriatingly pleasant voice.

“Hi, Dean,” I said.

“I have been informed that your elf has escaped. Is it true you stepped in front of a bus?”

“Good intel, as always, Dean.”

“You must really trust her to have done that. How’d you know she wasn’t already dead? Or maybe chained?”

“I’d have known if she were dead. And I don’t care how powerful your little witch is, I’d bet on Lilly any day of the week.”

“But you’ve waited so long to make that bet. Have you enjoyed your time hiding from me? Have you been in that little crack whore hovel the entire time? Right under my nose? Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. I just hope you’re well rested.”

“Very,” I said.

“Glad to hear it. I wouldn’t want to feel like you had any excuse. When I kill you, I want you to know it’s because of your own weakness, not because of any outside influence.”

“So this is a courtesy call?” I asked.

“I just wanted you to know that I am done pulling punches. I feel I owe you that much. I also wanted to remind you I don’t need the elf. So, when I kill you, I will also be killing her. Then I can take all the time I need to convince Amber that it is in her best interest to join me.”

“I see. Well, then I’ll return the favor. We’re coming for you. And I’m going to be taking Amber back.”

“Sure you—” I hung up before he could finish. My cell was ringing, and I really didn’t care what he had to say.

“We’re here,” Nettie said.

“Perfect timing. We’re coming down.”
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Nettie parked the van right outside our room. She left the engine running before climbing out of the seat and moving to the back next to Fawn.

I had Lilly climb into the passenger seat, and I took the wheel.

“Lilly, I want you to meet my other Leashes. This is Nettie. She started healing you and Amber after the fight with the dragon. She’s an incredible healer.”

Nettie blushed both from the praise and the attention. “Hi, Lilly. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“And you may call me Fawn,” Fawn said, moving forward. She was moving her head back and forth as she studied Lilly. “Yes, you truly are a Bondwife. Good.”

“This is Fawn. I told you about her.”

Lilly’s eyes were open wider than I’d ever seen them as she stared at Fawn.

“She is one of your Leashes?” Lilly asked.

“It is true,” Fawn answered. “I am his mate, as are you. We are Bondwives.”

“You Leashed a Fey of the Woods?”

I looked back at Fawn. “Are you a Fey of the Woods?”

“I am Fawn,” she answered simply.

“Jamie, this is incredible,” Lilly said. “Do you have any idea how powerful Wood Fey are?”

“I know Fawn is pretty incredible.”

Fawn puffed her chest out at that.

“Anyway, Fawn, Net, this is Lilly. An elf of the Glade and my protector.”

Lilly blushed slightly at the title “Protector,” but didn’t correct me.

I pulled the car out and began the drive toward Dean Ironwood’s building.

Lilly had confirmed my theory that he was holding them in his penthouse. Kept most of his Leashes there, apparently. If not in the penthouse itself, then on some of the floors beneath it.

“Also, what do you mean by Bondwives?” Lilly asked.

“Just that we are all Jamie’s mates. We have all received his seed, as well as accepted the bond to be his Leashes,” Fawn answered.

“Okay. I thought that’s what you might have meant.” Lilly gave me a sidelong look, but said nothing else.

“I have been led to believe that it is just this Amber who has not accepted Jamie as her mate. And I think it will be beneficial for all of us if she is convinced of the benefits of that relationship,” Fawn continued.

Lilly didn’t respond but sat quietly in her seat.

Fawn paused in her speech, head tilting back and forth. Then she leaned forward again and spoke directly to Lilly. It was the language of chirping birdsong that Lilly fell back into sometimes.

Lilly jumped in surprise, but turned and addressed Fawn in kind.

The two chirped back and forth for a while, both getting more animated as they went.

Finally, Fawn settled back into the nest of blankets next to Nettie and nodded her head approvingly.

“I like this one, my mate. You have chosen all your Leashes well.”

Lilly settled back into her seat before looking over and smiling at me. “Yes, you have, my master.”

“Honestly, feels more like you all chose me, but I will never complain about that.”

I found an empty parking spot on the street across from Ironwood’s building. There was a “two-hour parking” sign that we weren’t going to worry about. My plan was for Nettie to stay in the car. If things went horribly wrong, she could just drive away. I was still pretty certain Dean didn’t know about her or Fawn.

“And you’re sure you can’t teleport us to the penthouse?” I asked Lilly.

She shook her head. “No, Grace has put up a powerful protection spell. But it only extends to the penthouse itself. I can get us within two floors. It also does not prevent travel away from the location, just toward.”

“Perfect.” I pulled my tie tighter and flipped my new suit jacket on. “Fawn, hand up here, please.”

She leaned forward and gave Lilly one of her hands. Lilly took it, then reached out and grabbed mine.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Let’s go.”

The world became golden light and wildflowers.

The room we appeared in looked like a standard office. Bland, gray cubicles, blander gray carpet and walls, and lights that did nothing to fix the mood. Only the wall-length windows looking out on the city added anything worthwhile to the atmosphere.

The mass of armed thugs definitely didn’t help.

We were ready for them. As soon as we landed, I summoned a sphere of defense around us.

The bald thugs were no longer wearing suits. All of them were now equipped with full tactical gear, including bulletproof vests and plenty of pouches and pockets to hold the dozen or so magazines they each needed for the fully automatic rifles they carried.

They all fired half a second after my shield went up. More than a few went down from bullets deflecting off the surface of the shield.

Lilly teleported out of the sphere and appeared behind one line of the men. The bulletproof vests did nothing to defend from the blades of moonlight she brought with her.

I opened a portion of the shield sphere so Fawn could dart through. She charged straight ahead, latching her jaws around the throat of the nearest man and flinging him to the side like a dog with a rat.

Lilly worked her way through the men, popping in and out of existence to dodge the gunfire.

Fawn ran close to the ground, a few bullets leaving trails of blood on her side, and I felt a pang of guilt with every pained keen she let out. I managed to get some shields up around her and tied them to her so they moved with her.

She didn’t once stop moving or killing.

I summoned a line of shields between myself and a group of gunmen.

I pushed the entire line of shields into the men, who had apparently not expected this level of resistance.

I pushed them back into the window behind them.

It took much less effort than I expected for the glass to shatter outward. The dozen men all screamed in unison as I pushed them into the open air.

I instantly dropped that line of shields so I could focus on something else.

One man made it behind Lilly without her noticing. She was stabbing a man in the neck as the guy behind raised his rifle and aimed at her head.

I summoned a pair of small shields on either side of his head and slammed them together.

He dropped instantly. It hadn’t been as messy as I’d expected, but I was pretty sure it had still killed him.

I pushed more men through the window, and Lilly and Fawn continued their dance through the crowd until no one was left.

“Well, they know we’re here now,” I said to the two of them.

“Moving up?” Lilly asked.

“Can you get Fawn down to Nettie for a quick heal?” I asked.

Lilly noticed the blood trailing down Fawn’s side and nodded.

The two vanished and returned a few breaths later. Fawn’s clothing showed the evidence of the bullet wounds, but I saw only smooth pink skin.

We found the stairwell and moved up. I had a shield up and ready before we stepped onto the next floor.

Ironwood’s private army was almost depressingly predictable. It was just another floor full of men in tactical gear carrying rifles.

One guy tried something original and tossed a grenade our way.

I created a small shield orb around the explosive.

The shield shattered when the grenade went off, and I felt a sharp pain in my head, but it contained the blast.

A gun fired from behind me, and I realized at least one guy had thought ahead and hid in our blind spot.

Lilly’s power activated, and she was there behind me, deflecting the bullet with her blades. Fawn was already at the man’s side, punching through his vest and into his chest.

He stared down at the arm stabbing out of him in shock before Fawn kicked him off herself and he crumpled against the wall.

I made sure that neither woman was shot this time. I refused to let Lilly be the only protector in our group.

After we cleared the floor, Lilly stepped back up beside me. “You were right, Jamie; you have grown much more powerful.”

“I’ve been practicing,” I said.

“I can tell.”

“Is he not wonderful?” Fawn asked. “We are truly blessed to have a mate such as he.”

I blushed at the praise. “Oh, Fawn, you’re just saying that.

She leaned in and breathed against my ear. “Oh no. You are gifted at many things, my mate.”

I forced myself not to get horny for the giant fey woman, and we made our way up the last flight of stairs to the penthouse.

Dean had been expecting us, and the door was open. So, we let ourselves in.

The room on the other side was bigger than my parents’ house. At the far end, Dean Ironwood lounged in an armchair that might as well have been a throne.

Grace Hallow sat in a smaller but no less regal seat behind him.

“Jamie!” Amber was seated on a couch on the wall behind Ironwood. She was dressed in a tight-fitting red dress with a neckline that was so low I was surprised she wasn’t popping out of it.

If it were possible, my hatred for Dean Ironwood grew.

Amber went to stand, but Grace raised a hand and waved her fingers once. Chains of light materialized around Amber’s neck and pulled her back into her seat.

“You’re late,” Dean Ironwood said as he rose from his seat.

❖

Ironwood cleared the distance between us in about as much time as it would have taken Lilly to teleport across the room.

Lilly materialized in front of me, and Dean’s fist connected like a thunderclap.

Lilly had just managed to pull an arm up to block the blow, but the force of it threw her to the side.

She smashed into the wall, cracking the bricks from the force.

Dean completely ignored the elf and just stepped forward, swinging another fist at my face.

I already had a shield up. His fist bounced back as the shield pulsed from the impact.

Before he regained his balance, I pushed the shield forward into his face.

His eyes opened in surprise as he took the full force of the hit. His nose exploded in a burst of blood.

Fawn was at his side, swiping with both claw-tipped hands. She tore through his silk shirt and his skin, blood spraying out from the clean cuts.

He threw a backhand and caught Fawn in the side of the face. Her head spun away followed by the rest of her.

Dean zipped back away from me, wiping the blood from his face with the sleeve of his fancy suit. His other hand was pressed against his side where Fawn had cut him.

He opened his mouth to say something, but Lilly had just teleported above him and fell down, daggers first.

He brought his arm up in defense, and Lilly buried her daggers to the hilt.

He made a face like he’d just been stung by a mosquito and threw his arm out. The force of the movement knocked Lilly free, sending her and her daggers flying back into the wall.

I moved in, not giving him any time to recover. I created two cannonball-sized shields and launched them at Ironwood.

The first smacked into his gut, and he actually let out a grunt of pain. The second smashed into the side of his face.

I moved the shields back away from him, then threw them back at him. I knew my punches wouldn’t have actually done any damage to the man, but I was very happy to see that my shields were actually hurting him as I used them as telekinetic fists.

“Grace!” Dean yelled to his witch.

She rolled her eyes but raised her hands again, moving her fingers back and forth.

Ironwood’s body was outlined with a bright purple light.

I threw both shields at him at once. He put both hands up and caught the invisible spheres, one in each hand.

He smashed them together, and they shattered. It felt like a hammer to the head, and I stumbled back, falling to one knee.

Fawn had recovered from his hit earlier, blood trailing from both her temple and ear. She dashed in, claws together and out like a spear.

He caught her by the wrist, the tips of her claws just inches from his face.

He brought a fist up into her stomach. I threw a shield up just in time, but it wasn’t strong enough.

His fist smashed through it and into Fawn, who let out a pained cry before vomiting blood and bile onto the floor.

Dean threw her behind him with enough force that she bounced off the wall. She hit the ground and writhed in pain.

My whole body convulsed in pain from the broken shield.

He turned back to me and did his super dash again. I pulled another shield up in time to catch the knee that would have smashed my face in.

It still broke, but took most of the momentum from his hit. So, instead of my skull exploding, it just broke my cheekbone and sent me sprawling.

He let out a dissatisfied sigh as he slowly walked toward me. He considered himself, and the few visible wounds he had.

He opened one side of his jacket, and a mass of slimy tentacles crawled out.

It crawled all over him as he approached me at a casual pace. Every wound it passed over was healed perfectly, and I realized this was the thing I’d seen crawling over Amber the night they’d been loaded on his helicopter.

He was so focused on me he didn’t notice as Lilly teleported to Grace.

She held a dagger to the woman’s throat. Grace got the message.

Dean’s purple outline vanished, but he didn’t seem to notice. He stepped forward, raising a foot to bring down on my head before I could stand up.

I summoned another shield, and he blinked in surprise as it stopped him.

I pushed the shield up with his foot on it. He flew back, losing his balance.

I summoned a second shield behind him, low to the ground, and pulled it back toward me.

It caught his one foot that was still grounded, knocking it up and out.

He landed on his back, hard, and Lilly was already on top of him, bringing her daggers into his chest.

He grabbed the back of her dress and threw her off him. The fabric tore in his hand as she flew across the room again.

I felt another surge of anger and darted in. I created two more spheres, this time around my own fists, and I brought them down onto his chest, one fist over each of the wounds from Lilly’s daggers.

He grunted in pain again before pulling his legs up and kicking me in the chest before I could hit him again.

I barely put a barrier up in time. I flew back from the force of his kick regardless of the shield, but at least it didn’t hurt.

He rolled backward, coming up on his feet out of my range. He dashed back toward Grace.

I realized too late that he was actually moving toward Amber. He’d drawn his gun during his dash toward her.

He aimed at Amber’s head and pulled the trigger.

Lilly was there between him and Amber, successfully deflecting the shot.

Dean didn’t stop moving. He swiped at Lilly, knocking the daggers out of her hand and raising his gun and firing in the same movement.

Lilly gasped as the front of her dress flooded with blood.

Dead wrapped one of his massive hands over her head and picked her up before smashing her head into the ground.

I was already moving, but too slow. I needed to be faster.

The shield formed itself under my feet before I knew what I was doing. I launched myself across the room, clearing the distance faster than even Ironwood had.

He saw me coming and released Lilly in time to bring up his arms to block my blow.

The barriers I’d put around my hands meant the punches hurt him, but he still managed to protect anything vital.

He tackled me and carried me away from Lilly’s limp form before throwing me onto the ground.

“Just you and me now,” he said, breathing heavy.

I tried to climb back up to my feet, but his tackle had left me with no breath. I managed to push myself up to my hands and knees, but Ironwood took advantage of that position and kicked me in the chest.

I left the ground from the force of it. I rose straight up and then fell back to the ground. I gasped for breath but couldn’t get anything into my lungs.

He grabbed me by the collar of my shirt and lifted me up to eye level. His fist broke my other cheekbone, and he threw me back onto the ground.

“Do you know how many other Leashers I’ve killed?” he asked me.

His pet tentacle monster was crawling across his chest, healing the stab wounds from Lilly.

I couldn’t answer his question. I was pretty sure my jaw was broken. I opened my mouth, and nothing but blood poured out.

“Five,” he answered. “And with each one I took their Leashes. I am the most powerful Leasher in this world. After I kill every other Leasher here, I will move on to the next one. I am going to win this game, Jamie Beckett. You are nothing but an insignificant speed bump in my way.”

He reached down again and pulled me back up. “Nothing but an insignificant little piece of shit. Pathetic before you were a Leasher, and pathetic after. I’m not even going to remember your name when I’m done with you. Then I’m going to finish the elf. And, you know what? I’m going to kill all the others too. I don’t need any of them. But I’m going to save Amber for last. Not going to kill her until I’ve had my fun. I haven’t touched her yet, you know. But I’ve looked. Have you seen the tits on her? What about her tight little cunt? I’m going to make sure to⁠—”

I didn’t let him finish. I opened a shield inside his head.

His eyes bulged out and turned red. Fluid leaked out of both his ears.

He released me and stumbled back a step. He looked around, unable to even be confused by what was happening. Then he crumpled to the ground.
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“Oh, thank God.” Grace Hallow rose from her seat and rushed over to Lilly.

I lay unable to move and watched as Grace bent down over the elf. She rolled Lilly over to reveal the still-spreading blood from the wound in her chest.

She waved a hand over the gunshot. Both her hand and Lilly’s wound glowed with the same purple light that had enveloped Ironwood earlier.

She glanced at Amber. “Go check on Mr. Beckett, please. I released your chains a while ago.”

Amber wasted no time in standing and rushing to me. She dropped to her knees next to me and pulled me into a hug, burying my face in her chest. “Oh God, Jamie. I knew you’d come. Thank you.”

I found the strength to sit up just enough to wrap my arms around her and return the hug.

“Is he okay?” Grace asked.

“I’ll be okay,” I forced through the broken bones and teeth. “Is this what you meant by betting on me?”

She didn’t answer, just frowned down at Lilly. “Give me a moment. I have her stabilized, but healing really isn’t my specialty.”

Fawn limped over to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. She moved the witch out of the way roughly before dropping on her knees over Lilly and keening pathetically.

“Who’s that?” Amber asked me.

“That’s Fawn. She’s my newest Leash. You’ll like her. Can you help me over there?”

Amber helped me to my feet, and we joined Fawn over Lilly.

Fawn was cradling Lilly in her lap. “My mate, I am sorry I did not fight more effectively. I do not know how I can save my Bondwife.”

I turned to Grace. “Do you remember the girl that you sent with me to that other world?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“She is parked in a van across the street. I’m going to call her, and you’re going to make sure no one stops her from getting up here.”

Grace rose to her feet smoothly and made for the elevator. “Of course. I will escort her myself.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and called Nettie. I was grateful it hadn’t exploded at any point during our fight.

It took very little to convince Nettie. The second I said I needed her inside, I heard the door open and close and the background noise of the city as she rushed across the street.

I hung up and dropped the phone on the floor.

I clung tightly to Amber as we waited, my other arm moving between Lilly and Fawn as I checked on both of them.

After allowing the annoying back and forth for a few minutes, Fawn grabbed my hand and gently placed it over Lilly’s chest, keeping her own hand over mine.

“Nettie is on her way, my mate. Lilly will be fine.”

“Why’s she calling you her mate?” Amber whispered.

“Because we have bonded and mated,” Fawn answered for me.

“You what now?” Amber looked from the monstrous, bleeding woman to me.

“It’s a long story, man,” I said. “But I promise I will tell you everything that happened.”

The elevator dinged, and Grace strode into the room, followed closely by Nettie.

“I should warn everyone; the authorities are on the way. The men you threw out the windows have brought attention to your presence here.”

Nettie dashed around Grace and knelt down over Lilly. As she’d been moving toward us, I could already feel the bones in my face shifting around and correcting themselves.

Nettie placed both hands over Lilly’s chest and bowed her head in prayer.

Lilly sat up straight, gasping for breath. She took a few quick shallow breaths, eyes darting around the room. She stopped when she saw me with my arm around Amber. The panicked look on her face vanished, and she breathed normally.

Nettie turned from Lilly to inspect Fawn, who waved her away. “In a moment, my Bondwife. Please see to our mate first.”

“Our mate?” Amber repeated.

Nettie shuffled on her knees over to me. She placed a hand on each of my cheeks. Her touch was cool and soft. I’d already felt the pain subsiding the moment she’d entered the room, but now it vanished as she prayed.

I was glad for whichever god was listening to her, because when she pulled her hands away I felt like I hadn’t just gone ten rounds with a demigod.

“How do you feel?” she asked me, voice as soft as her hands.

“I feel great,” I answered. “Lilly?” I asked.

The elf nodded. “I am fully healed. Thank you, Nettie. I owe you our lives.”

Nettie blushed. “Oh, it’s nothing. Happy to help.” She kept her eyes on the floor, glancing at me briefly, before moving back to Fawn, who now had no objections to being healed.

“And I also need to thank you, Mr. Beckett.” Grace knelt down as smoothly as her name would imply and met my eyes. “I’ve been waiting years for someone to kill that monster. Thank you for being the one to do it.”

“He didn’t really leave me much choice,” I answered. “And I probably wouldn’t have been able to do it if you hadn’t let me have that little training arc.”

“Training arc?” Amber asked, speaking more to herself at this point than anyone else.

“He rarely gave others a choice.” She gave me a sad smile.

“I’m guessing you didn’t really want to be his Leash.”

“We don’t always get to choose our Leasher.” She considered me, her pretty brown eyes taking in the shape of my face. “But if you need more power, I am at your service.”

“Are you offering to be my Leash?” I asked.

I focused on her, and sure enough, I could now feel that burning in my chest that told me she was a Leash candidate. So, killing the Leasher really made it possible to bond their Leashes. Behind me, still crawling over Ironwood’s body, was the mass of tentacles. I could sense its availability as well.

“Bond her,” Lilly said with zero hesitation. “She is incredibly powerful. Maybe even as strong as Amber.”

“I don’t know about all that,” Grace said, “but I can promise I’d be very useful to you.”

I looked around at the other four women. “What does everyone think? I know Lilly’s vote.”

Fawn nodded. “I can sense her strength, my mate. She will be a useful addition.”

Nettie nodded quickly. “Yeah, if you think you should, do it.”

Amber shrugged. “I don’t know, man, this is your show.”

“Okay, Grace, Ms. Hallow. How would you like to do this?”

“I will guide you through it,” Grace promised. “Taking my Leash is fairly simple. Just a fairly low-tier spell of bonding. I can cast it with your consent.”

I glanced around the group again. Lilly was already nodding emphatically. Amber gave a shrug and a single nod. Nettie gave an awkward thumbs-up. Fawn tilted her head, studying the movement, then duplicated it.

“Looks like we’re unanimous. Go ahead.”

Grace reached out and took my hand. I felt the warmth of her skin, then the warmth of her magic as it spread from my hand to fill my entire body.

Her eyes were closed and her mouth opened in something approaching ecstasy. She blinked quickly and shook her head. “Well, that’s that. I am now your Leash.” She rose and stepped away.

“This is wonderful, Jamie,” Lilly said, rising to her feet. “That’s six leashes in a week. I knew this was going to go well.”

“Six?” Amber said, doing a quick count of the people in the room.

“Oh, he accidentally bonded with my brother the night you and Lilly were captured,” Nettie said.

Amber turned to me, mouth open to say something, then she apparently thought better of it.

“What’s next?” I asked the room.

Grace answered. “Well, as I stated earlier, the authorities are on their way, and you have just murdered a very powerful man.”

“So, we keep running, I guess,” I said with a sigh.

“If I may,” Grace said. She moved toward a door and waved me after her.

I left the women to follow Grace. Fawn shifted to my spot next to Amber and whispered something. I was very nervous about what that was, but Amber just opened her mouth in shock, then turned to watch me go, a thoughtful expression on her face.

I would worry about that later.

The room was an office with a desk bigger than my old apartment.

Grace moved around the desk and pushed the chair behind it out of the way, then flipped up the rug that had been under the chair before dropping out of view.

I walked around the desk to find her crouching over a safe inset in the ground. She punched a code on a keypad. There was a beep, then a click, and she pulled the door open.

Grace reached into the safe and pulled out a duffel bag as big as she was. She had to use both hands as she dragged it onto the ground. She looked up at me as she unzipped it to reveal the contents.

“That’s a lot of money,” I said.

Lilly stepped into the room and moved up beside me. She looked down at the bag of money. “Oh. I suppose I didn’t need to go back for this.” She held up my backpack that I’d left in the van.

“When did you get that?” I asked.

“Just now.”

“Thanks. Nothing wrong with a little extra cash.”

“There is also a helicopter on the roof. I have my pilot’s license. There’s enough fuel to get us a good distance from the city.”

“Where are we going from here?” Amber asked from the doorway.

“I worked for Dean for almost a decade,” Grace said. “In that time I’ve managed to divert my fair share of property from his name to mine. Now that he’s dead, no one is going to argue if I show up and claim one of them.”

“Did you have a specific one in mind?” I asked.

“How do you all feel about beaches?” the witch asked.

❖

A few minutes later we were all seated inside the helicopter, flying out over the city. Far below us, I could just make out the flashing lights of the police and other emergency vehicles. They were creating a perimeter around Ironwood’s building and putting up checkpoints throughout the city.

We moved so fast that, if anyone looked up, it was likely they would still miss us.

I sat in the middle of a long seat, Lilly and Amber buckled in on either side of me. Lilly was sleeping. Something I’d seen so rarely. I figured she earned the rest. She snored softly against my chest, and it made my heart ache in the best way.

On my other side, Amber was hugging my arm as though she was afraid I’d disappear if she loosened her grip at all.

She noticed me looking at her, and her face flushed red, but she didn’t look away. She stared at me, daring me to say something.

“What?” I asked, leaning in close so she could hear me over the sound of the chopper.

“Fawn told me,” she said.

“Told you what?”

“That you love me. Is it true?”

I blinked in surprise, glancing over at the two single seats across from us. Fawn smiled at me and nodded, encouraging me to say it. I don’t know how she heard us, but I shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Yeah,” I said, turning back to her. “Is that okay?”

She grinned up at me. “That’s totally gay, dude.” Then she rested her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes, still grinning.

Nettie was watching from her seat next to Fawn. She looked a little sad that Amber had taken her usual spot, but Fawn reached over and took her hand, offering some comfort. Nettie accepted it with a grateful smile before looking back at me.

I looked into her eyes for a while, trying to convey to her as best I could how much she meant to me without words.

She blushed and looked away, smiling. I think she got the message.

Fawn was studying all of us in the back of the helicopter, grinning wildly, sharp teeth on display. She seemed very pleased with her two Bondwives, and extra hopeful that Amber might join that number soon.

I wasn’t going to force anything, but I’d put my cards on the table as best I could.

In the pilot’s seat, Grace sat with back straight. Always composed, that one. I could tell. I’d likely never see her on her back foot.

She sensed my eyes on her. I could tell she sensed it, because I suddenly became aware of her being aware of me. It was a weird feeling.

I could sense the emotions of all my Leashes when they were close enough, but up to this point it had seemed to be a one-sided thing except for Fawn. Grace, apparently, could do the same. Made for a weird feedback loop.

She spared me a quick look over her shoulder. Her smile was tight, but friendly. I found myself excited to get to know this woman. Excited and nervous.

Curled on her shoulder was the strange tentacle monster. I could still feel the warm burn in my chest telling me the creature was a potential Leash. I would explore that when there was time.

I turned to one window and watched the world below us moving both away and toward us, the horizon ever shifting.

I didn’t really know what that horizon had in store for us, but, for once, I wasn’t worried.

Things were looking up for ol’ Jamie Beckett.


23




I lounged on a beach chair, a fruity cocktail in hand, and watched the water.

Neither Nettie nor Fawn had ever been to the ocean, and the two were currently running back and forth in the tide, laughing and splashing each other.

Nettie was wearing a modest white one-piece that still showed off the curves her hoodie usually hid. She kept glancing over at me and grinning when she saw I was still watching her.

There had been limited options for Fawn as far as swimsuits went. Grace had assured us the beach was private enough that if Fawn had wanted, she could have gone all natural, but the novelty of picking out a swimsuit with her fellow Bondwives had been something she insisted on experiencing. She’d settled for a pair of large men’s swim trunks and a large bikini top that barely did its job. The ruby red of her areolas was clearly visible.

Occasionally, the fey woman would stop running and just face out into the ocean, a look of wonder on her expressive face.

To my right, on another beach chair, Amber was nursing a beer. She’d chosen a white bikini with a translucent wrap around her waist. She had said little since we’d arrived, beyond announcing the impromptu beach party at the sight of the private beach and the fully stocked bar hut built on the sand.

She would glance at me when she thought I wouldn’t notice. She would look away quickly if she saw me looking, her cheeks flushing beyond what her alcohol had done.

“Are you okay, Amber?” Lilly asked after another of Amber’s sidelong glances.

The elf woman was curled up in my lap, her head resting on my chest. She’d had more to drink than any of us, but didn’t seem drunk at all.

She was wearing a green one-piece. Unlike Nettie’s, though, it wasn’t what I would have called modest. The neckline plunged down far enough to show off her toned stomach.

Amber glanced over again, pointedly not looking at me, but meeting Lilly’s gaze. “Oh, I’m good, babes.” She gave Lilly a wide grin to prove it.

“You haven’t spoken in a while,” Lilly said.

“Haven’t I?” She took a sip of her beer.

“You have not,” Lilly said.

“Just thinking, I guess.”

“May I ask what about?” Lilly asked.

Amber’s gaze darted up to my face and her blush deepened, but she didn’t answer.

“Jamie!” Nettie had run from the water’s edge to where we sat. She had drunk enough that she was no longer shy. She charged Lilly and me, her arms open wide, and dropped on top of us, wrapping her arms around the two of us.

She rubbed her face against mine, consigning Lilly to a few moments of being smothered by her soft breasts.

Lilly broke free and shifted slightly, giving the other woman enough room to fit on my lap.

I grunted in non-protest at the added weight on top of me.

“This is amazing!” Nettie said, pushing herself up off my chest just enough so she could rest her nose on mine and stare into my eyes. “I love it here.”

She seemed to notice Lilly for the first time, and her smile grew. “Hi, Lilly!” She removed her hands from me so she could wrap the elf in a hug. “Isn’t this the best?”

“It is lovely, yes,” Lilly agreed, a bemused smile on her face.

I felt a soft weight on my left shoulder and I glanced over to see Fawn settling onto her haunches in the sand, one of her massive tits resting on top of me. Her feral smile was as exuberant as Nettie’s.

“Is this not wonderful, my mate?” she asked. “It is wonderful to see my Bondwife this happy. And the ocean! The creatures that live out there are terrifying. I had not realized beings like that existed outside of the Woods.”

“Please don’t make me think of the things that live in the ocean, Fawn,” I said.

Her face grew somber for a moment. “Forgive me, my mate. If I had known of your unease, I would have said nothing.”

“It’s okay,” I said, putting my now-spilled glass in the sand so I could place a reassuring hand on her lap. “I know they’re out there. I just don’t want to think about them.”

Fawn’s smile returned at my reassurance. She leaned around me and the two women in my lap to face Amber.

“Friend Amber, how are you enjoying the beach?”

“Love it,” Amber said.

“And you, Bondwife Lilly?” Amber said, moving her face closer to where Nettie was nuzzling Lilly.

“I’m very happy to be here, yes,” Lilly said, doing her best not to push the drunk Nettie off her.

“Are you all thirsty?” Fawn asked. “I believe we were supposed to be taking turns preparing drinks for one another. I have not had a turn yet.”

“I can do it,” Amber offered, rising from her seat.

Fawn frowned. “No, it is my turn.”

“Want me to teach you how to mix that one your mate likes?” Amber asked, already walking toward the grass-sided hut that held the bar.

Fawn rose quickly. “I would be grateful if you did. I wish to be a worthwhile mate for Jamie.”

Amber took Fawn’s hand as the two made their way to the bar. “I’m sure you already are, queen.”

“When are you going to talk to Amber?” Nettie whispered, a little more loudly than I liked.

“You should do it soon,” Lilly added. “It is important for you to keep your Leashes happy, Jamie.”

“I will,” I promised both of them. “When I get a chance. We haven’t really had a chance to be alone, you know?”

Nettie seemed confused by that statement at first, then suddenly looked incredibly guilty. “I’m sorry.”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” I reassured her. “We just landed, and then everyone decided a beach party was the way to go, so I just… I just haven’t yet, okay?”

“How is everyone doing?” Grace’s deep voice caught me off guard.

She was wearing a thin black dress that reached a little above her ankles and a matching wide-brimmed hat. The dress was low-cut enough to reveal the beauty mark on her left breast. The expanse of porcelain skin shone in the sunlight.

She took her sunglasses off as she sat down in the chair Amber had just vacated.

She didn’t lounge, just turned to face us, back straight.

She didn’t seem bothered at all by the sight of the two smaller women draped over me.

“Doing good, Grace,” I said. “How are you holding up?”

She raised an eyebrow at that. Apparently surprised that I’d ask. “I’m fine. I was able to get a little rest while you all had your party. I hope everything is satisfactory.”

“Your place is incredible,” I told her. “When you said beach house, I was picturing something a little more modest, I’m going to be honest. I realize that was probably dumb of me, but I’m impressed you managed to get something of that size away from Dean without him noticing.”

The house in question loomed behind us. There was a thin strip of grass between the house and the sand, and maybe a two-minute walk to the water itself.

“He might have noticed eventually, but luckily you’ve made that a moot point. The property is in my name, and that’s good enough for the authorities here.”

I grinned at that. “Well, seriously, thanks for hosting us.”

She gave me a small smile. “Of course. Anything for my new employer.”

“What’s that?”

“You really should read contracts before you sign them,” she said, her smile growing slightly.

“What contract? You cast a spell on me!”

“If you like, I can teach you the basics of contract magic. Just so you know next time you employ a sorceress such as myself.”

“You should do that,” Lilly told me. “Any magic would be good for you to know, honestly.”

“I’m glad you agree,” Grace said.

“I will definitely consider it,” I said.

“Have you considered our next steps?” Grace asked.

I could feel both Nettie and Lilly staring at me intently as I considered my answer. I had no idea, and I wasn’t sure how to tell Grace.

But I think she could tell that. She seemed able to sense my mood through our bond in the same way I could. She said nothing, though. Just maintained her cool stare.

“Whatcha guys talking about?” Amber asked.

Grace slid over slightly so Amber could join her on the chair.

Amber handed her a fresh beer as she sat down. “Wasn’t sure what you liked. I assumed since this is your place you at least stocked something you drink.”

“Thank you, Ms. Rivers,” Grace said, accepting the drink and taking a short sip.

“Call me, Amber.”

“Thank you, Amber.”

“You’re welcome, Ma’am.”

Fawn sat down next to me, her chest again resting on my shoulder. “Here, my mate.” She handed me a fresh cocktail. I could tell she’d used Amber’s recipe, because it was more booze than fruit.

“Thank you, Fawn.”

She handed Nettie another beer, and the slight woman excitedly sat up in my lap so she could take a long swig.

Lilly also accepted her offered drink. “Thank you, Bondwife,” Lilly said to the fey.

Fawn’s chest puffed out at that, and she grinned, showing all her teeth.

“So?” Amber said. “Whatcha talking about?”

“I was just asking Mr. Beckett what our next steps were,” Grace said

“We need to get stronger,” Lilly said. “There are likely still other Leashers in this world we need to defeat. So I think we should focus on finding powerful Leashes.”

“I agree with my Bondwife,” Fawn said.

“Sure,” Amber said. “How safe are we here, Ma’am?”

“This is likely the safest place you could ask for,” Grace said.

“Then, I’m voting we stay here for a while. Recover a little,” Amber said.

“I agree with Amber,” Grace said. “But I also agree that we need to grow stronger. Luckily, I have options for Mr. Beckett to grow his power and his collection of Leashes from here.”

“You haven’t said anything yet, doll,” Amber reached out with her foot and poked Nettie.

Nettie had already finished her beer and had returned her face to my chest. “As long as I get to be with Jamie, I don’t care what we do.”

Both Lilly and Fawn echoed the sentiment.

Amber rolled her eyes but grinned widely. “Obviously. None of us wants to leave the big oaf on his own. What about you, oh Great Leasher? You haven’t said anything yet.”

“I think we have a quorum,” I said. “Let’s just take this day by day, yeah?”

From my bond with all of them, I could feel the certainty. All five women were ready for whatever came next.

And I was excited to see it through with them.
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