
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


SHORT LEASH


An Urban Fantasy Harem Adventure
LEASER
BOOK 2


CHARLES BANNERMAN


[image: Robber’s Dog Pub]



Text Copyright © 2025 by Charles Bannerman

Cover Illustration by Kurogami

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


PROLOGUE




Even with the audio turned off, he could hear the screaming. He’d been in enough situations like the one on the monitor that he could recreate the sound from memory.

The protesters surged against the shield wall, impromptu weapons held aloft. The bravery of a crowd urged them forward.

A deep voice crackled over comms. “We have the order for lethal yet?”

He sighed from his seat. Why had she sent Zanadu to handle this? The brute was so inefficient. If he were there, rather than just observing from command, he would have turned every sign holding rebel into cinder without a second thought.

He clicked his comm channel open. “You had the authority for lethal the second your boots were on the ground, General Zanadu. Do you think she sends you anywhere without intending you to kill everyone?”

Zanadu’s deep chuckle came in response. “I just like to make sure. I’ve been accused of having too much fun at these things. So, just confirming, Commander Malik, I have order for lethal?”

Malik reigned in his frustration. Gods below, he hated Zanadu. “You have the order. Kill every rebel on that street.”

“Affirmative.” The joy was far too apparent in the crass man’s tone.

On the screen, rifles appeared over the wall of riot shields. In his mind, Malik could hear the screaming change. It went from angry to afraid. And then, with the muzzle-flashes on the screen, he heard the gunfire.

Commander Zachary Malik turned off his monitor. If Zanadu needed him further, his comms were still open, but he didn’t need to watch anymore.

He turned his attention to the stack of requisition orders on his desk and began to approve and deny based on the names he saw at the top of the forms.

There was a knock on his door.

“Yes?” he said, not looking up.

“Sir, she wants to see you.”

He jerked up to consider the woman in the doorway. A small, scared creature. Always shrinking in on herself. He never understood how it was she who their shared Leasher chose as her voice.

He said nothing to the cowering woman. Just pushed past her to march toward their leader’s chambers.

The door slid open before he reached it. She always knew when one of her Leashes was close. And she always knew who was approaching. How she kept so many straight in her head was a marvel to him.

“Come in, Zachary,” she said.

His stomach tightened with unprompted desire at the sound of her voice. He forced that down, praying she hadn’t noticed.

She was standing at a large window, looking out over the city below. She had a glass of wine in hand, and sipped it slowly before glancing over her shoulder to consider him.

“I’m sensing an obscene amount of pleasure from Zanadu. I take it you gave him the approval for lethal force.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Good. Those rodents need to realize things are not going back to the way they were.”

“Of course, Ma’am.”

The anger in her voice did things to him. He maintained his composure, though.

One of her eyes twitched in distaste as she considered him. She turned away. “Victoria has a requisition request you will need to approve immediately. The mice downstairs finally got my new toy working.”

“The portal?” he asked.

“Yes. And we have our first target. I will be sending Zanadu after him immediately.”

“Zanadu, Ma’am? Are you sure? His men are undisciplined. There will be collateral.”

“And what’s wrong with collateral?”

“Nothing, Ma’am.” He tried not to shrink at the venom in her voice. Tried not to desire her any more than he already did.

“Good. That is all.”

He didn’t leave immediately.

She sighed and turned to face him. “Out with it, Zachary. What question do you have?”

“Forgive me, Ma’am, I was just curious about the nature of our target.”

“Another Leasher.”

“Only one?”

“From what our sensors tell us, he may be the last one on his world.”

“Then he is likely powerful. You’re sure you want to send Zanadu?”

She laughed at that. “He has five Leashes as we speak. None that worry me. He isn’t worth your time, Zachary. Just sign the requisition and let Zanadu take care of the unfortunate worm known as Jamie Beckett.”


Part One

DAY DRINKING AND GARGOYLES
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It is very easy to adapt to life on the beach. My only complaint was that we had to mix our own fruity cocktails.

I’d made the last round of drinks, so it was Amber’s turn to play mixologist. Which meant the mixture would be much heavier on the booze than was strictly necessary. I was enough drinks in already that I had no objections.

“Your drink, good sir,” she said, voice a little slurred from our morning of overindulgence.

She gave a deep bow over my beach chair. The bikini she was wearing gave me a wonderful view of her expansive cleavage, and the bow made it that much better.

“Thank you very much.” I accepted the drink.

She fell into her seat next to me and took a sip of her drink. “This is the fucking best, man,” she said.

“Right? And all I had to do was kill a billionaire. Could life get any better?”

She gave me a goofy, drunk smile. “Living the dream, my man.”

I loved how dude-bro she got when she was drunk. Some of my best memories were of getting drunk in my dorm room with Amber and playing video games. She always kicked my ass in Mario Kart.

And now, I got to make newer, potentially better memories with her on a beach in a country I had never heard of a week before.

I considered these new memories. I was supposed to talk to her. We’d both basically already confessed our feelings for each other, but a lifetime of just being friends had conditioned us both not to pursue the other romantically.

Not only did I want to push past that, but all the other women I was actively having sex with kept telling me I needed to sleep with Amber.

Speaking of other women I was currently sleeping with, I suddenly smelled wildflowers.

I glanced at the ground between Amber and me to find Lilly seated cross-legged in the sand next to us. Seeing the sexy elf never failed to get me excited. And now she was dressed in a flattering one-piece swimsuit that showed off her athletic build perfectly.

“Are you two still drinking?” she demanded.

“Lilly!” both Amber and I shouted, almost falling out of our chairs to pull the elf woman into a three-way hug.

She gave an annoyed shout as we both spilled our drinks on her.

“Sorry,” I said, trying to wipe our drinks off her now soaking tits.

She slapped my hand away, but made sure I saw her playful smile as she did. “I am glad you two are having a good time, but just how long are we planning on just sitting here?”

We both stared at her.

She stared back.

I thought about it before answering. “I mean, I guess we could do something. There was that taco place back in town. Should we see if the others want to join us? Fawn would love tacos. And we probably need Grace to drive.”

I went to take another sip from my drink and was disappointed to find I’d spilled everything down Lilly’s chest.

“Oh my God,” Amber said. “Tacos. We definitely need tacos. Lilly, can you teleport us there right now?”

Lilly sighed. “You humans really cannot hold your drink, can you?”

“What you mean?” I asked, trying to wish more drink into my glass.

“She’s saying you’re drunk, dude.” Amber reached the distance between our seats and poked me in the cheek.

“You’re drunk,” I countered. My aim was affected by the fact that I was still staring at her chest, so I poked boob.

She let out a laugh. “We are so drunk. Lilly?” she rolled over onto her back, head dangling off her chair and stared the elf in the eyes.

“Yes, Amber?”

“Can you get us some more to drink? Then maybe tacos?”

“Lilly?” I said, before she could answer Amber.

She turned to me. “Yes, Jamie?”

“Did you know I think you’re amazing?”

She blinked in surprise, her grin returning. “You do?”

“Oh, man,” Amber piped up, leaning out of her chair to drape over Lilly. “You are so awesome. Like, the best. You have cute ears, and pretty eyes, and your tits are so nice and perky. I wish my boobs were as nice as yours.”

“Hey,” I said, suddenly angry, “you have great boobs. They’re just big. Don’t have to be perky when they’re that big.”

“You mean it?” Amber seemed about to tear up.

“How inebriated are you two?” Lilly demanded.

“Lilly,” I said, very seriously, “I have been drinking since I woke up.”

She sighed before carefully returning Amber to her chair and standing up. “Invite me next time, okay?”

“Lilly,” Amber stood up, a little shakily, and caught Lilly by the hand. “Do you want to get shitfaced with us?”

“Lilly,” I stood up and grabbed her other hand. “Let’s get completely fucked up. Together.”

Grace found the three of us about an hour later.

Amber was puking in the ocean while I lay curled in the sand laughing about something that was not actually funny.

Lilly was sitting in my chair, legs folded up under her as she drained her fifth bottle of wine.

“Hello, Grace,” she said, her words barely slurring.

The witch was holding a parasol and wearing a wide-brimmed hat that, as expected, perfectly matched her very fashionable dress.

“Are they going to be okay?” she asked Lilly.

The elf shrugged. “I think so.”

Grace moved over to Amber’s empty seat and gracefully sat on the edge, keeping her umbrella up.

“Did you talk to Jaime about our next move?”

“I tried, but they convinced me I should drink with them instead.” She paused. “Jamie ordered me, as his Leash. He said that I had to drink with him.”

“What?” I managed to get my head up enough to glare at her. “That’s a lie. You wanted to drink with us. You were sad we didn’t invite you. But I wanted to. I just couldn’t find you. You and Fawn and Nettie were hiding from me. Why are you trying to get me in trouble?”

Lilly’s face remained completely impassive as she maintained eye contact with Grace. “Very unethical of him,” she said. “He also demands I call him ‘Master’ when no one else is around.”

Grace said nothing, just waited for Lilly to say more. The elf didn’t take long. “They were talking about something called a taco. Jamie suggested you’d be willing to drive us into town. Grace, what is a taco?”

Grace rose from her seat. “I think the three of you have had enough for today. Is that a fair assessment, Master?” The way she said “master” made me feel like I had really fucked up somehow.

I looked from her over to Amber, who was rinsing her mouth out with seawater. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

“Very good, sir. How about all of you head inside and get cleaned up and dressed? I know Nettie and Fawn have been anxiously awaiting your return. Once you’re able to walk a relatively straight line, I would be happy to drive us into town. I can confirm that Jeffe’s makes very good tacos.”

Amber threw her hands up in the air and cheered as she half-ran-half-stumbled over to us. She was almost falling out of her bikini as she collapsed on top of me and wrapped me in a hug. “Jamie! We’re getting tacos!”

“Best day ever,” I said, as I pulled her softness tighter against me. “Lilly, you are going to love tacos.”

❖

Grace expertly herded the three of us off the beach and through the back door of her beach house.

The sliding door opened into a small mudroom where Grace instructed us to brush off all excess sand before she would let us through the next door.

This one led into a massive kitchen.

Nettie sat at the island in the middle of the room, head resting on her folded arms. She looked dejected.

Her expression lit up, and she sat up straight the second she saw me.

“Jamie!” She jumped off her seat and rushed over to me.

“Hey, Nettie!” I said, just managing not to fall over as I pulled her into a hug. “We’re getting tacos!”

She hugged back so tightly I thought she might never let go. “Did you get a chance to talk to Amber?” she asked quietly.

“Uh, yeah, had a real good talk,” I lied.

She wrinkled her nose at me. “Liar.”

“Maybe.”

Grace, Lilly, and Amber made their way into the kitchen.

Amber plopped into the seat Nettie had just vacated and lay down over the countertop with a pained groan.

Lilly climbed onto the island and spread out with a similar groan.

Grace stopped and considered the two of them.

“I know I promised to drive you all into town for tacos, but Jeffe’s delivers.”

Amber raised her head off the island and stared at Grace as though she were an angel descending from the heavens. “Really?”

Grace nodded. “I’ll place the order.”

Grace let herself out of the kitchen, turning herself sideways so she could fit past Fawn, who was currently ducking her head to fit into the room. Her curled ram horns almost scraped the door frame.

Fawn offered the witch a toothy grin, and Grace returned it with a curt nod.

The tall fey woman turned from Grace to the rest of the room, her grin spreading. “My mate, it is good to have you back.” She cleared the length of the kitchen and bent down to wrap both Nettie and me into a hug.

She considered me in her eyeless way. “Did you have a good time with our friend Amber?”

“We did, yeah,” I answered.

Nettie tugged at the hem of Fawn’s oversized shirt.

The pink-skinned fey turned toward her, tilting her head back and forth. “Yes, my Bondwife?”

Nettie just shook her head.

Fawn’s grin turned into a frown as she turned back to me. “You will need to soon, my mate.”

“I know,” I answered.

“Whatchyu guys talkin’ ‘bout?” Amber asked from her seat.

“They’re trying to get Jamie to discuss your bond with him,” Lilly answered.

“Oh, I guess that makes sense,” Amber said. “Like, what’s my place in your harem?”

“What?” I asked.

“Essentially, yes,” Lilly said.

“Well, I’m his best friend, obviously. You could have asked me yourselves, guys, come on.”

“Yeah, guys, come on,” I said, really hoping they would drop it and let me handle it at my pace.

Fawn moved her face closer to mine. I felt like she was glaring at me, despite the bone ridge of horns where eyes should be.

She tilted her face back and forth, both studying me and making it plain through our bond that she was displeased with me.

The emotion burned plainly in the invisible cord that tied us together.

Fawn and Grace were the only two of my Leashes that could read my emotions back through the bond, so I knew Fawn could feel my embarrassment and regret. That didn’t seem to make her any more forgiving of my failure today.

Finally, I felt her displeasure subside, and she laid her head on my shoulder and sighed. “I am sorry, my mate.” She gently bit my earlobe before rising to her full height.

“I have a proposition, my Bondwives and friend Amber,” the giant fey woman said.

“Wassat?” Amber asked. She seemed to have passed out temporarily.

“I believe you humans call it a Girls’ Night.”

“Girls’ night?” Lilly asked.

“Oh my God, yes,” Amber sat up. “We should totally do a girls’ night. Maybe Grace will let us use the theater?”

Grace had reentered the kitchen. “The theater?”

Amber spun to face her. She caught herself on the counter before she lost her balance. “Grace, I mean, Ma’am. Fawn just had the best idea. We’re gonna have a girls’ night! You should totally join us.”

“Of course Grace will join us,” Fawn said with a grin, bending forward and tilting her face to consider the witch. “She is one of my mate’s Leashes, and it is therefore imperative that we bond with her as well. Even if she will not take the title Bondwife, it is important we spend time with her.”

At the word “Bondwife,” Grace’s eyes moved to me, and she raised a single eyebrow. “I would be happy to join you all for a girls’ night. And you don’t need my permission to use the theater, Amber.”

“I don’t?”

“Of course not. I want you all to make yourselves at home here. I’m very sorry if I didn’t make that plain enough the other day when we first arrived.”

“When are we doing this?” Amber asked.

“Why not tonight?” Fawn said. “After these tacos I believe Grace has arranged for us all.”

“What are we watching?” I asked.

“No!” Amber pointed at me, eyes narrowed. “No boys allowed, dude.”

“Oh, damn.”

Nettie squeezed my arm in solidarity. I could feel the blooming anxiety through our bond. She was nervous around people. Fawn and I were the exception. It would probably be good for her to spend time with the other women.

“Can we watch those anime movies we watched before?” Lilly asked.

“That’s right,” Amber said. “You still have to finish all the Ghibli movies!”

“I believe I have a box set in the collection,” Grace said.

Both Amber and I stared at her. “You watch Ghibli?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I spent a few semesters in Japan.” She turned to Amber. “Give me your requests for the evening and I’ll arrange everything. Popcorn, drinks, you name it. Most of what we need should be in the pantry, but I can make a quick trip into town if needed.”

“Oh, Grace,” I said. I’d been meaning to bring this up for a while. “At some point we need to do a full-blown shopping trip. Other than you, none of us have our own clothes. You’ve been really generous in letting us use the guest closets, and they’re really well stocked, but, well, you know.”

Grace considered that before nodding. “Very well. Ladies, if all of you would make a list for me. If you’re not against it, I will steal Mr. Beckett from you for the afternoon so he can help me with everything. Clothing and other necessities, as well as any comfort or luxury items that can make you more comfortable. Then, when we return, we can enjoy girls night.”

“Yes,” Amber pumped her fist, and I could feel the genuine excitement through the bond.

Lilly’s emotions echoed Amber’s.

Fawn was smugly satisfied with herself. That satisfaction had increased when Grace had asked to take me shopping.

“Um,” Nettie spoke up for the first time in a while. “Can we watch Kiki’s Delivery Service?”

“I love that one!” Lilly said, sitting up on the counter.

“You do?” Nettie asked, surprised.

Grace slid around the kitchen while the others chattered excitedly about their plans for the night. She opened the fridge and pulled out a sparkling water before moving over to me. “Sober up a little, Mr. Beckett. I’ll come find you in two hours. That is, if you’re okay with helping me today?”

“Of course,” I said.

“You need Jamie sober?” Nettie asked.

Grace turned to consider Nettie. Her expression softened between me and her, a comforting smile appearing from nowhere. As though she knew if she kept her usual expression, Nettie would have shrunk away.

“Preferably, yes.”

Nettie reached up and took both sides of my face in her hands. I felt the warm glow of her healing magic and suddenly I no longer felt like I might fall over if I took a step.

“What the… Have you always been able to do that?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. But I’ve felt like I might be able to heal different things since you bonded Grace. You know. Since we all get more powerful with every Leash.”

“Nettie, my love,” I pulled her into a hug, “you continue to amaze me.”

She blushed deeply.

“Yo, Net, you just gonna leave me hanging?” Amber demanded.

“Oh, sorry!” Nettie rushed across the room and repeated the healing for Amber.

“Holy fuck, girl.” Amber pulled Nettie into a bear hug. Nettie flinched at the curse but allowed the hug. “I can definitely see why Jamie likes you so much.”

“What?” Nettie squeaked. “Did he say something?”

Amber laughed. “Do you have enough in you to heal Lilly, too?”

Grace was frowning as she watched Nettie heal Lilly. I could sense something approaching displeasure through our bond. She must have sensed my curiosity about her emotions because she turned to me, speaking softly. “I worry you all might drink too much. Lack of consequences is not necessarily a good thing.”

“Noted,” I said. “Anyway, when did you want to head into town?”

“Let’s give the girls some time to make their lists. But go get dressed. We’ll leave soon.”
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The beach house had two stories and a basement. The basement had the theater the ladies would be using without me. It was two rows of six recliners, cup holders included, as well as a nice open space of carpeted floor between the seats and the giant wall-sized projector screen.

The basement also had a large living room set up. Tons of couches and armchairs and a pool table. Perfect for entertaining. And there was also a room with a locked door that Lilly had pointed out was enchanted. She couldn’t even teleport in. I hadn’t asked Grace about it yet.

The main floor was the kitchen, a dining room, another huge sitting room, and a couple of bathrooms. The master bedroom was also tucked away from the rest of the house on this floor. I’d caught a quick glimpse inside once so far, and from what I could see, it was a full suite. Including a bedroom, bathroom, and an office. But that was just my best guess. Grace, obviously, had claim of that.

The second floor was a large landing that led to six bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. The rooms were basically identical: Queen size bed, closet, desk, and a TV hanging on one wall. We’d all chosen our own rooms that first night.

At some point, Lilly, Nettie, and Fawn had talked about their arrangement with me. Without really consulting me at all, they’d set a schedule. On our first night there, Nettie had let herself into my room. The second night had been Fawn, with Nettie in tow. And I had a strong suspicion that tonight Lilly was going to teleport in at some point after girls’ night. I didn’t know if Nettie had asked Lilly if she was okay being watched yet, but knowing her, she wouldn’t have the guts to bring it up unless there was a lot of booze in that theater. So, I was only expecting Lilly that night.

I made my way up to the room and had a quick shower and brushed my teeth. After I was fairly certain I no longer smelled like seawater or booze, I got dressed and made my way back downstairs.

The room was stocked with the same plain t-shirts and pants that Grace had stocked the motel in the inbetween world for me. Not exactly my size, since they were intended for any potential guests, but I was able to find shirts and a pair of shorts that fit.

The women were all still in the kitchen. Grace had taken a seat, her back straight and posture perfect, as always, and she was writing in a pocket-sized leather notebook.

“Should we do face masks?” Amber was asking the room.

“Is that standard for a girls’ night?” Lilly asked.

“I think so, yeah,” Amber answered.

“Then we should definitely do that,” Fawn insisted.

“Face masks,” Grace said, as she added it to her list. “Anything else?”

“I mean, whatever you want to snack on while we watch movies,” Amber said. “But I think that’s it for me.”

Grace glanced up and gave me a surprisingly warm smile. “And it looks like Mr. Beckett has perfect timing, as always.”

She rose to her feet, smoothing her dress and closing her notebook. “I already ordered the tacos for us. They will likely deliver while we are out. We will stop and get some for ourselves, so don’t feel it necessary to save us any. As always, please help yourselves to whatever is in the fridge and pantry. I would ask that you don’t imbibe too much alcohol before we begin our party.”

Amber saluted smartly. “Yes, Ma’am.”

I got a sudden surge of jealousy from Nettie, Lilly, and, surprisingly, Amber, as Grace took my arm with one of her hands. Fawn was just smug satisfaction.

“I just need to collect some funds from the basement. Would you mind helping with that?” Grace asked.

“Of course.” I allowed her to lead me out of the kitchen toward the basement.

She released my arm when we reached the stairs, and she led the way down.

I realized as I walked behind her that the dress she was wearing really hugged her curves well. I mean, every dress she wore did, but I didn’t usually end up behind her with this view. The lady had some hips.

I felt a sense of amusement from her as she glanced back at me. “Everything okay, Mr. Beckett?”

I’d already moved my eyes back up before she turned around. “Yup.”

She led me to the locked door.

“Ah, that makes sense,” I said.

“What’s that?” she asked. She made a flourish with the fingers of her right hand, bringing thumb, pointer, and middle fingers together. And she was holding a key. It was outlined in purple light for just a moment before it faded and looked like a normal key.

“I was just saying, makes sense you’d keep the money in there. Sealed against anyone getting in, right?”

“And how would you know that?” she asked.

“Lilly had noticed it.” I didn’t want to throw Lilly under the bus, so I didn’t mention she’d tried to teleport in.

Grace nodded. “Lilly is bright. I still need to sit down with her sometime. I want to put a dossier together for everyone in our little cohort. She seems to have the most knowledge.”

“She spent years studying Leashes and the Game,” I said. “I think Fawn knows a lot, but hers is more instinct than actual knowledge, I think.”

“Agreed.” She waved me in behind her as she opened the door.

My chest burned, and I stopped in the doorway. “Grace? Why are there Leashes in here?” I demanded.

She flipped a switch on the wall, and the light turned on.

With how intense the burn in my chest was, I knew there were multiple Leashes in the room. I fully expected to find rows of cages full of women. Instead, I was greeted with a normal-looking storage room.

There was a bookshelf in one corner, full of mismatched tomes. A giant steamer trunk, a sheet half-falling off it. Another sheet covered something I couldn’t mistake for a full-sized mirror based on the shape. A row of shelves full of various detritus: old bones, jars of softly glowing mushrooms, rings, and an honest-to-god oil lamp that looked straight out of an Arabian night.

The corner closest to the door had a large aquarium. Swimming inside was the tentacle monster healer that had once been Dean Ironwood’s Leash.

Grace bent over and tapped the glass, smiling warmly at the creature inside as it tapped back.

I risked another look at what I was starting to think might be the greatest ass on Earth.

“I worked for Dean for a little over a decade, as you know. And in that time I worked hard to help him win the game. At least at first. I found other Leashers, and he killed them and took their Leashes. I regret that immensely.” She didn’t look up from the fish tank as she spoke.

“Eventually, I grew to hate him. But he’d ordered me to keep searching for Leashes. And I am good at my job, Mr. Beckett.” She glanced over her shoulder at me. Her expression matched the fierce determination I felt pulsing through our bond. “I found him Leashes. But I couldn’t bring myself to make anyone, anything, suffer the way he’d made me or the others. So I sent them all here.”

I blinked at that. “Really?”

She rose, giving the glass one more friendly tap. “Every item in this room is a potential Leash for you. A doorway to a potential Leash. My power, or more precisely, my field of study as a sorceress, is in planar magic. It is how I sent you and Nettie where I did.”

“Damn, Grace. You’re incredible,” I said, taking in the room.

“I know,” she said. And our bond told me she did know.

“So I hope you can appreciate what it means that I have this much faith in you.”

“I do,” I said.

“But all this is for another day. We have a schedule today, don’t we?” She moved to a table I hadn’t noticed.

The massive duffel bag of money she’d taken from Dean’s penthouse was resting on it. She counted out several stacks of cash and handed them to me. “Luckily, they accept American tender here.”

❖

The beach house was isolated enough that it took a few minutes in the car before any other buildings were visible. And all of our nearest neighbors were apparently other rich Americans, many of whom weren’t even in the country currently. So, our direct neighbors for several miles around were mostly empty houses.

The city itself was another thirty minutes down the road.

“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” I asked Grace as she drove the silver sports car she’d chosen for this trip.

“Please go ahead,” she answered.

“I’ve been meaning to ask this, but, well, you know. Ironwood had mentioned that he’d killed five other Leashers, and that he’d claimed all of their Leashes. But I’ve counted, and as far as I can tell, I can only account for four Leashes. The troll, the dragon, the tentacle guy in the aquarium. And you.”

“You also met Charles.”

“Charles?”

“All the bald men in suits? That was Charles.”

“What? Wait… What?”

“You really didn’t question why they all looked identical?” She gave me a small grin. “No, I’m sorry, you wouldn’t have been able to. At Dean’s request, I enchanted Charles so all his duplicates would appear just distinct enough.”

“Duplicates?”

“Charles is able to replicate himself. It works a little like a mushroom. His original body is likely still in the basement of Dean’s tower.”

“Like a Warhammer ork?” I asked.

“I don’t know what that means, and I don’t intend to find out.”

“Okay, nevermind. I’m going to need some time to come to terms with the mushroom man, but cool. So, that’s five Leashes. The sixth?”

She grew somber, and a pang of sadness moved between the bond before she masked it. “She was his first. Brought him into the game. He broke their bond. Severed the Leash. I don’t know where she is now.”

“You can do that?”

She turned to me. “Promise me you will never do that to any of your Leashes, Jamie. It is cruel and vile.”

“I never would,” I insisted, and I hoped she could feel my conviction as I said it.

“Good.” She turned back to the road, and we drove in silence for a while.

When I couldn’t take it anymore, I spoke up again. “So, what’s on the list?”

“Other than the supplies for tonight, I got the sizes for everyone. Fawn even let me measure her, so we can try to get something custom made if needed. All the girls told me they would like you to pick out their clothes for them.”

“They did?” I asked. “Even Amber?”

“Amber was the one to suggest it. The others thought it was a lovely idea.”

“Oh, cool.”

“I am happy to offer suggestions if you find yourself at a loss.”

“I would appreciate that, thanks.”

“Shall we get the clothes out of the way first?”

“Sure. I’ll follow your lead. Today, I am your assistant, Ms. Hallow.”

“Thank you, Mr. Beckett.”

Luckily, I had known Amber almost my entire life and could fairly easily recreate the wardrobe I was used to seeing her in.

Lilly was also fairly simple. At least, as far as me knowing what I wanted to see her wear. Grace didn’t even ask about bras for Lilly, which told me the elf had already made her opinion known: Didn’t need ‘em.

Nettie was harder. I’d known her longer than Lilly, but we’d been in the inbetween world, and she’d been forced to wear the clothes Grace had chosen for me. I picked out a couple of hoodies I thought she might like. Oversized so she could retreat into them like a turtle. That was a must. But I also tried to find outfits she would look good in. I knew her build well enough that I knew what would look good, if not what she would like. Luckily, Grace was there to offer suggestions, and in the end, we were both happy with the wardrobe we’d selected for the shy woman.

Fawn had us both stumped. She definitely preferred to just let it all hang out, but I also knew she would expect clothes. She wanted to experience everything with her Bondwives.

With Grace’s help, we built what I am afraid to say was a completely stereotypical closet for the Fey woman. Simple blouses and skirts. Gym shorts and tank tops. I also chose a few plaid men’s shirts for her. I remembered the one she’d worn through the back rooms, and the memory made me happy.

“I’m guessing you don’t need anything?” I said to Grace as we loaded the final article of clothing into our second overstuffed cart.

“Would you like to pick something for me?” she asked.

“Huh?”

“Maybe something for a night on the town? There is a club in the city I was thinking the other girls might really enjoy. In fact, pick something for all of us, I think. Yourself included.”

I know she felt my panic at that, but I forced it down and made my way to the appropriate section of the store.

I thought long and hard about it. The whole time Grace watched me, her barely subdued amusement pulsed in the back of my mind.

“This one for Lilly,” I said. It was a slim, sleeveless number. A moss green color that I knew would do well with her eyes.

“Good choice,” Grace said, laying the dress over the rest of the clothes. “And for Nettie?”

“This one.” I didn’t even have to look for another option. I knew it was right. It was a simple black skirt and a white top. The top would be fairly form-fitting, but had sleeves and a modest neckline. I also could picture it still looking good with a baggy jacket worn over it. I found a jacket and added it to the outfit, just to be safe.

Grace nodded her approval.

I tried to picture what Amber usually wore whenever we’d gone out before all this. I felt my face flush as I remembered a particular red dress she’d had. It hadn’t flustered me much at the time, but then I hadn’t been trying to convince myself it was okay to have romantic feelings for her.

“The red one,” I said. It wasn’t an exact match, but it was close. And I knew Amber would look incredible with that swooping neckline.

“Okay,” Grace said, adding it to the pile. “And Fawn.”

“How are we going to take Fawn to a club?” I asked.

“I’m working on something for that, don’t worry.”

“Okay. Hm… I don’t think they have anything for a seven foot tall fey,” I said finally.

“That is unfortunately true. I’ll put in a custom order at the desk. Do you have a style in mind?”

“She needs to look like a hunter,” I said finally. “I know that sounds weird, but I think that would matter to her.” I scanned the racks before pulling a dress out. “Something like this one.”

It was light blue, strapless, and made to show off curves, which Fawn had. I knew she would appreciate being seen, and this felt right for that.

“Hunter?” Grace asked. “If you say so.” She took the dress.

“Now I just need something for you, right?” I asked.

“If it’s not too much trouble.” She arched an eyebrow at me again, and I felt something like pleasure from the bond.

“What do you think of this one?” I asked. It was a black cocktail dress. The sleeves were translucent black, and the neckline looked like it would drop just low enough to show off some cleavage, at least enough to make the mole on her left breast visible, which she seemed to do often. The dress itself extended down to just above the knee. I hadn’t seen her in anything very short yet, but I was willing to risk this pick at the slightest chance of seeing more of her legs.

She raised her eyebrow again as she took the dress and studied it. I was getting nothing back from the bond as she looked at it.

Finally, she gave me a warm smile and put the dress in the cart. “Thank you, Mr. Beckett.”

As we were heading toward the counter, I felt a familiar burn in my chest and stopped.

Grace glanced back at me. “Is everything okay?”

“There’s a Leash in here,” I said.

She glanced around, scanning the other shoppers. “Can you tell what direction?”

I shook my head. “Just not back where we came from. We just got in range of it.”

She held a hand to her side and moved her fingers in a complex pattern. There was a soft purple glow around her fingers, then her eyes changed color to match.

She scanned the store again and nodded. “The young lady talking on her phone.”

I followed the nod.

She was pretty. I guessed early to mid-twenties. Skin a dark brown with gray eyes. Her black hair was cut shoulder length and streaked with subtle purple and blue highlights.

She was wearing a black sports bra and a pair of gym shorts that left basically nothing to the imagination.

She held her phone up, selfie-cam facing her, and was speaking to it. When she finished talking, she raised her free hand to her mouth and blew the phone a kiss.

“Interesting,” Grace said.

“What?” I asked.

“She’s a sorceress of some kind. Pact magic, maybe? I can’t tell exactly. But the girl is definitely a magic user.”

“Can you tell how strong?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Not really. If I had to guess, I would say Second Tier. Oh, sorry, Gold. I think that’s the system Lilly taught you, yes? I really need to speak with her so we’re all on the same page. But yes, I would guess Gold, just based on her aura, but it’s impossible to tell until I actually see her in action.”

“Should I say something to her?” I asked.

“If you like. But I’ve also got her aura memorized. I can track her for you anytime.”

She had obviously sensed my trepidation. It had always been hard enough for me to talk to women in the wild. And somehow the thought of approaching this one made me extra nervous.

“Yeah, good call. The others can help us come up with a game plan.”

“Of course,” Grace agreed, before turning back toward the front of the store.

I went to follow but glanced back at the woman one more time. She looked up in time to see me staring and grinned at me. She gave me a wink before spinning gracefully around and swaying away from me.
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The sign was well made. Amber had always had a knack for stuff like that. It read, “NO BOYS ALLOWED.”

I sat in an armchair and stared at the sign. “Feels a little unnecessary,” I said to the empty room.

“It was on the list.” Grace almost sounded apologetic as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

“It’s okay,” I said, turning to watch her approach.

She’d changed into a set of surprisingly fluffy pink pajamas. Her hair was still pulled up in a bun, but slightly looser than the usual tight one.

She sat down in the chair across from me in her normal straight-back position. In one hand she carried a wine bottle and an expertly balanced bundle of glasses in the other. “What are your plans for the night?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.”

“She goes by the name Skye Hex, by the way,” Grace said, rising from her seat and heading to the room I wasn’t allowed in.

“Huh?”

“The Leash you found today. I put the laptop and phone we bought you on your desk. I’d recommend searching for her.”

She stopped at the door and knocked.

The door creaked open to reveal half of Amber’s face. “Password?” she said.

Grace cleared her throat and said, “Hoes before bros.”

“Welcome, Ma’am,” Amber said, opening the door the rest of the way.

Grace offered me a farewell glance before entering the room.

Amber held the door open a little longer to look at me. “You doing okay, man?” she asked.

I grinned at her. “Yeah. I was just heading up. Just wanted to say good night to everybody.”

Amber sighed before shouting back into the room. “Come say goodnight to Jamie, guys!”

Lilly teleported next to me, filling my nose with the scent of wildflowers. She pulled me into a hug. “Have a good night, Master,” she whispered.

Fawn and Nettie came through the door and joined Lilly in the hug.

“See you tomorrow, my mate.” Fawn’s excitement was clear in her voice. I didn’t even need the bond to sense it. She was thrilled to spend time with her fellow Leashes.

Nettie said nothing, just hugged my arm and radiated anxiety. I kissed her forehead, hoping to ease it a little. No luck.

“See you tomorrow, guys,” I said.

Amber came over and herded everyone back into the theater before punching me softly in the shoulder. “See you later, man.”

“Enjoy girls’ night,” I said.

I left the ladies to their movies.

Back in my room, I found the laptop and phone Grace had promised. One of our stops in town had been an electronics store. Grace had bought us each a new phone and computer.

I unboxed mine and started the process of booting them up. Grace had also provided me with a new email to connect everything with.

As I waited for them to finish their initial boot-up, I watched a local sitcom on my TV. My Spanish was not great, but I got the gist of it. Classic story of a slob married to an absolute baddie he didn’t deserve dealing with a judgemental mother-in-law.

I left the TV on in the background after my phone dinged; it was ready for me. I already had a text waiting.

This is Grace Hallow. Add me to your contacts.

You’ll know what to do with this soon:

Username: Leasher12

Password: B4d@ccountant

I didn’t know what it was for, and I really didn’t like that Grace knew the password I used for everything.

“Really need to change that,” I told myself. Though, the chances of my ever logging in to any of my old accounts again were probably zero.

I’d worry about the username and password later. I pulled up a search engine and put in the name Grace had given me for the Leash. I was glad she was on our side now. Her ability to track Leashes, even bonded ones, had made our life hell for a couple of days there.

The first result I found was Skye Hex’s social media accounts. I clicked on the first one and was greeted with a wall of thirst traps and clips of her playing various video games.

Her bio was empty except for a link to another website. I clicked that and was redirected to a streaming site. The kind that requires a monthly paid subscription to see any of the content.

I wasn’t surprised at all to see that. What I was surprised by was that Grace had already apparently bought me a month. The username and password she’d sent me unlocked every post.

I was suddenly a teenager again, trying to watch porn in my room without my parents walking in on me. I glanced around, suddenly concerned about hidden cameras or parental figures lurking outside the second-story window.

On trained degenerate instinct, I closed my curtains and locked the door. Not suspicious at all.

I sat back down at the computer and debated clicking on any of the posts.

“Oh, who am I kidding,” I said to myself, and I clicked on the first one. The thumbnail was of Skye sitting in a bathroom stall, finger to her lips, shushing the viewer.

The video revealed her dressed in a skimpy black dress that rode high enough that I could see the panties underneath. She sat down on the toilet and put her finger to her mouth. “Hey, Chat,” she whispered. “Just another night at the club. Lot of hot guys out there tonight.” She winked at that. “None of them were willing to follow me back here, though, can you believe it?”

She had a slight accent. She didn’t sound like a local; more like she’d grown up in an English-speaking country with parents that didn’t know the language. I’d had friends with that accent as a kid. They spent enough time around native Spanish speakers that they never fully lost the accent, but too much time around American kids to keep it entirely.

“So, I guess it’s just you guys and me again. What should we do?” She leaned forward, and I realized she was actually talking to her chat. This must have been a live stream.

I backed out of that post before she acted on whatever her chat had in mind and scanned the page.

Yup, there it was; she was currently streaming. She’d just posted a link to the streaming site along with the password to get in.

I clicked the link.

The current viewer count was a couple thousand. Not bad at all. I plugged in the password and entered the chat.

Skye Hex was standing in a line in an alley. The slightly subdued thumping bass told me she was waiting to get into a club. I wondered if it was the club Grace had mentioned earlier.

“Another night, another party, am I right, Chat?” she said to the camera. “Can I get a 1 in chat if you’re excited for tonight?”

The chat flooded with an impossible to keep up with stream.
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You’re so fucking hot!
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Can I see your feet?
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I threw a “1” in myself, just to be sociable. My line buried by thousands of others in a second.

“Hell, yeah, Chat. Oh, shit, thanks for the donation, Hexbigbootylover68. Chat, can I get some love for Hexbigbootylover68?”

Chat obliged.

“You’ll get to make a special request later, baby,” she winked at the camera, and a glowing blue thumbs up appeared in the air for a second.

The chat went crazy.

Oh shit! It’s one of those nights, gang!

The magic is back!

I hope she uses that one toy again.

Magic!

I love the VFX on her stream. She really goes to such effort for us.

Magic!

When are you going to do another random horror game stream?

You’re so fucking hot!

Can I see your feet?

More and more lines of text I couldn’t keep up with. Most of them seemed very excited about the glowing emoji.

The bouncer at the door seemed to recognize her. “Look, Chat, it’s Jorge. Say hi to Chat, Jorge.” She angled the camera toward the man.

He grinned broadly and gave the camera a peace sign. “Hola, Chat!”

Chat enthusiastically responded in kind. Jorge was apparently a regular on the stream.

Jorge waved Sky inside, and the stream was overwhelmed with the sound of house music.

The next little bit of the stream was Skye moving through the crowded dance floor, flirting with some randos and dancing with others. She seemed to genuinely be enjoying herself. She occasionally checked in with her chat, but mostly just seemed to enjoy the club.

For the most part, her chat seemed content with just watching her party. But every time she deigned to talk to them, they lost their shit and flooded her with praise.

I guess I understood how they felt. She was a beautiful woman, and she seemed pretty adept at the whole para-social thing. Even I felt a little flutter of excitement any time she winked at the camera.

Eventually, she disengaged from the crowd on the dance floor and found a relatively quiet corner of the club. “Hey, Chat, I think it’s time. What do you think? Put a ‘1’ in chat if we should get this party started for real.”

Chat flooded again.

“Okay, if that’s what you want.” She blew a kiss to the camera, a neon pink heart forming above her hand where she’d kissed it.

She moved into the club’s bathroom, and I recognized it from the first post I’d clicked on.

She stepped into a stall and closed the door. She moved the phone up against the door and let it go. I hadn’t seen her put a stand up or anything. It was almost as if the phone was just floating in place, camera angled at her.

“Let’s not waste time today, Chat.” She was already peeling her dress off.

She turned to face the camera as she undid her bra. It fell away to reveal a pair of small, firm breasts topped with dark brown nipples. Both were pierced and had matching silver bars.

She bit her lip as she sat down on the toilet, lifting her legs up to rest on either side of the stall.

She went to shift her panties to the sideside, I turned the stream off.

I felt a little dirty at the thought of watching the rest. I was planning on at least attempting to recruit this woman to my team. I didn’t want to have to be constantly distracted by the knowledge that I had watched her masturbate in a club bathroom with a couple thousand horny and lonely dudes. Not that I had anything against her masturbating for money. I just didn’t want to have to know what that looked like if she was going to be my Leash. Not without earning it.

I really hoped Fawn and Grace weren’t listening in on my emotions through our bonds. They definitely would have felt the horniness, then the shame. Grace would have an idea of why I felt that way, and might misinterpret.

I checked in on the ever-present bundle of bonds at the back of my mind. Everyone seemed relatively happy. I would try not to ruin that for them.

I returned to the sitcom and did my best to brush up on my high-school Spanish.

❖

I spent the rest of my solo night thinking. I had a plan for what I wanted to do going forward. Something I felt was necessary. Especially if I was planning on recruiting more Leashes.

I would talk with everyone in the morning and get the group’s consensus, but I knew for sure Grace and Lilly would agree with me, and the others would likely go along with it as well.

Maybe it was the sexual frustration from not finishing Skye’s stream in the way my libido demanded, but I was feeling motivated to get shit done.

I was in the kitchen nuking some of the leftover tacos—Grace had ordered way more than necessary, if that were possible—when Amber came up from the basement.

“Hey, dude,” she said, sliding up next to me and bumping me with her shoulder.

“Girls’ night done?” I asked.

She snorted. “Fuck no, we just hit Spirited Away. I don’t know how she can see everything, but Fawn is fucking enamored with movies. Almost as much as Lilly. It rules. I’m just up to grab a couple of bottles of wine.”

She opened the fridge and pulled out a couple bottles that I recognized immediately. It was a low-alcohol-content bubbly wine. The kind of shit teenage girls would drink at sleepovers.

“Really?” I asked.

She grinned at me. “It’s cheap shit, but tastes so fucking good. I want Lilly and Fawn to have the full experience. And honestly, something tells me Grace and Nettie may not have had the high school girlfriends’ experience either. And this is part of that, man.”

“That tracks,” I said. “I’m glad it’s going well.”

She placed the bottles on the counter and leaned on it. Her pajama shirt was unbuttoned more than I’d realized at first, and her breasts swelled up to impressive proportions as she leaned toward me. “How’s your night going?”

“Good. Got some tacos, a couple beers, and I’ve been making plans.”

“Plans? The great Jamie Beckett is making plans? I don’t believe it.”

“Tis true. We’ll talk about it tomorrow; I don’t want to be accused of interrupting girls’ night with my masculine musings.”

She grinned at that, then her expression turned serious. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Of course. What’s up?”

I could feel her trepidation through our bond. “You miss me when I’m not around, right?”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “You know I do.”

“Okay, cool. I was just wondering. Cause I’ve kind of missed having you around tonight.” She avoided looking at me as she said it, just flopped farther onto the island, pushing more cleavage into view. “And I can tell the others do, too. Grace has had a lot of wine, and pointed out that most of us are pretty codependent with you, and, well, I don’t think she’s wrong.”

“Probably why girls’ night is a good idea,” I said.

“Oh, we’re definitely doing this every week. But I just… I just wanted you to know that we definitely miss you when you’re not around. If that makes being left out any better.”

“So, you miss me?”

“Isn’t that what I said?” She leaned across the counter and took a swipe at me. “Jerk.” She stood up and grabbed the two bottles and stormed toward the stairs.

“Hey, Amber?”

She stopped and looked back at me, still trying to force the fake outrage.

“Thanks for hanging out. Even if just for a little bit.”

She dropped the act and grinned at me. “Of course, dude. I am not exaggerating when I say you’re my favorite person in the world.”

“I know,” I said.

She snorted. “Whatever, Mr. Solo. Hey! That works on two levels! Anyway, see you tomorrow. Don’t wait up. We’re going all night. And don’t jerk off too much!” she shouted from halfway down the stairs.

I grinned at that and settled in to eat my re-heated tacos.

After I’d eaten, I made my way back to my room and opened my laptop.

I still had the drive to plan, and that could mean only one thing: motherfucking spreadsheets.

I may have been one of the worst accountants ever, but I still fucked with a spreadsheet.

It didn’t take me too long to create the sheet, and it was more of a visual aid for myself than anything.

I created columns for names, everyone’s assumed tier, powers, potential training, and goals. Anything I wasn’t sure about I just filled with a question mark. And I left the goals blank, except for Fawn, who I gave the goal “Understand humans?”

That was more one I felt would be appropriate. I considered moving it to the training column but left it in the end. For the most part, I wanted the women to set their own goals. It was what I planned on talking to them about the next day.

Grace had mentioned creating dossiers for everyone, and that had been where I’d started thinking about this.

We needed to know where we all stood. Our strengths, weaknesses, and where we could improve. If we were going to win the Game of Chains, or even survive it, we would need to prepare for it.

Hopefully, we’d still be able to have some days on the beach now and then, and weekly girls’ night would have to continue, but other than that, we needed to work.

And I would need to find more Leashes. Part of the conversation would be figuring out what we could do with the items in Grace’s storeroom.

My mind drifted back to the other potential Leash. I checked the time and figured I had a few more hours before girls’ night ended.

I opened up a private tab and browsed to Skye’s subscription page.

“How horny are you, Jamie?” I asked myself. “You could just wait until tomorrow and get Lilly, Nettie, or Fawn to help you out.”

“True,” I responded, “but I could also watch videos of this hot woman touching herself.”

“You make a very good argument, Jamie.”
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It was well past midnight, and I’d been asleep for a few hours, when my door opened.

“Wassat?” I asked, waking up just enough to catch the outline of the woman standing in my doorway.

She closed the door and crossed quickly to my bed.

“Jamie? You awake?” I recognized Amber’s voice.

“Amber?” I sat up in bed, squinting against the darkness to watch her scramble onto my bed and crawl toward me.

“Hey,” she said, plopping down next to me. I could just make out the way she was nervously wringing her hands in her lap.

“What’s going on? Everything okay?” I was slowly waking up as I tried to figure out what she was doing there.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“Do you… do you want me in the same way you want Lilly?”

“Huh?”

“I mean, as a woman, you know? A… a lover?”

I was about as awake as I could expect right then. “What? I mean… what?” I wanted to say yes. To tell her I’d always wanted that. But that I valued her as a friend too much to ever risk it. She was the most important person in the world to me.

Was that still true? I forced the question on myself. I had Lilly now. Lilly, who I felt safer with than anyone else. Who I knew I could always trust to have my back.

And Nettie. Who needed me in a way I couldn’t quite comprehend. And that need for me made me want her. Made me need her right back.

And Fawn? That monstrous Fey woman who made me feel like prey? I wanted her too.

But despite that, yes, I still wanted Amber.

“Are you being serious right now?” I asked. Still unable to bring myself to say the words.

“I’m not drunk, if you were worried about that,” Amber said. “I just… We talked tonight. And I realized I’ve just been trying so hard for so long not to see you that way, you know? You’ve always just been Jamie. My best friend. The guy who would always be there when I needed him. Who warned me when my boyfriend was a jerk. Who asked me for advice. Who I could always be myself around.”

“I am that,” I said. “No matter what, I’m your best friend, because you’re mine.”

“Then why didn’t you choose me?” she asked.

My heart broke both at the question and the tone.

“What?”

“All those years, why didn’t you choose me?”

“I always chose you,” I said.

She said nothing, just stared at me. I wished I could see the blue of her eyes in the dark.

I reached over and clicked my bedside lamp on so I could.

Her eyes were red-rimmed, as though she had been crying, and it broke my heart even more to see that.

“You chose Lilly. Then you chose Nettie and Fawn,” she said. Her voice cracked, and I could see the threat of more tears.

I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”

“You know what I mean,” she insisted. “I know you do.”

I thought about it. “I guess. But, Amber, when I chose them, they chose me too. You get that, right?”

“Oh.” I could hear the tone of realization in her voice as she said it. “I guess that makes sense.”

“So, let me ask you: Do you choose me?”

“I always chose you,” she said, echoing my sentiment. She smiled at me.

I reached out and cupped her face. “Do you want this?” I asked.

She leaned into my hand, closing her eyes and smiling wider. “Yeah,” she whispered, barely audible.

I leaned in. “Are you sure?”

She opened her eyes to look at me. She seemed surprised to find me closer, but recovered quickly. She nodded.

I kissed her.

She let out a short gasp of surprise before kissing me back, melting into me as she did.

We fell back against my headboard, and she moved her legs so she was straddling me. She moved her hands to either side of my face as she continued the kiss.

“I love you, Jamie,” she whispered between breaths.

Her lips were as soft and warm as I’d always known they would be.

“I love you,” I said, the relief of finally being able to say it felt almost as incredible as her lips against mine.

She pressed into me more, her soft tits squishing into me. I kissed her harder at the sensation, and she gasped again before returning my enthusiasm with her own.

Eventually she pushed me away, gasping for breath.

“Are we really doing this?” she asked through her gasps.

“Only if you’re okay with it,” I said.

She nodded again and grinned. “Good. Because I’ve heard some stories tonight, and I need to see if they’re true.”

“What?” I asked.

She didn’t answer, and instead began unbuttoning her pajama shirt.

I quickly forgot the horror of learning that at least one of the three women I was sleeping with was sharing intel.

As she unbuttoned, she quickly shifted herself so she could step off the bed. She opened the shirt and shrugged out of it, revealing her massive breasts.

I’d seen them in all their glory once before. They’d been wet and covered in shampoo lather, but I hadn’t been able to enjoy them at the time because we were being chased by a dragon.

But now I could take them in guilt-free.

They were almost unrealistically large. Her nipples were inverted and aimed down slightly, as I’d expect from breasts that large. Nipples and areolas were pale and almost invisible against her milky skin.

Her face flushed bright red as she moved her hands to the waistband of her pants and she slid them and her panties down in one swift motion.

Her waist was narrow. Something I knew she worked hard for. And her hips flared out, giving her a beautiful hourglass figure. Her legs were pleasantly plump, the kind I always dreamed of having wrapped around me.

My gaze drifted between her legs. I could see that her pubes were trimmed neatly, but her hands were held together in front of her crotch, fingers dancing nervously, preventing me from seeing anything more.

But she wasn’t trying to hide herself from me. When she realized where I was looking, she moved her hands up, clasping them between her breasts.

I could feel the nervousness, the fear of rejection, pulsing through our bond, the invisible leash that held us together. It was so unlike her to be nervous that I felt myself grow a little bolder.

She’d clearly been thinking about this for a while. She was already wet, her folds glistening slightly in the dim light of the room.

She took an involuntary step back as I climbed out of bed and approached her.

She stared in open shock when she realized I was only wearing a pair of boxer-briefs. I was already hard as a rock, my erection pushing its way out into the open.

“Holy shit, dude,” she said, her normal tone returning with the shock. “You always been that big?”

I looked down at myself. “I think so, yeah.”

“You should have said something sooner.”

I grinned at that as I slipped my underwear off.

Her nervousness was still there; I could feel it plainly. But it was nice to have the old Amber back.

I reached out, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her in for another kiss.

She kissed me back, guiding me back toward the bed as she did.

The back of my legs hit the mattress, and she pushed against my chest with the palms of her hands, sending me onto my back.

She waved for me to move onto the bed fully as she climbed up behind me.

She straddled me, and I enjoyed the view as she spread her legs, giving me a clearer view of her pussy. Her lips were already parted, a soft pink peeking out, excitedly.

I felt myself grow harder at the sight, and her eyes opened even wider as she wrapped a hand around my shaft. “Definitely a grower, I see,” she said.

“I can do some showing, too,” I promised.

She laughed at that as she moved to put me inside her.

As he settled down over me, my tip pushed past her opening, and we both breathed in sharply. She held that position for a moment before she slowly lowered herself.

Her eyes fluttered wildly for a moment as I filled her. “Fuck,” she hissed. Her walls clenched tightly, sucking me in even more. Then she settled down fully, taking me in to the base.

Her thighs were already shaking, and I realized with a sudden sense of pride that she’d just orgasmed.

“Really?” I asked, trying my best not to sound mocking.

“Shut up,” she said, grinning at me. “It’s been a really long time, and I’ve been psyching myself out for hours.”

“I’m glad I can help,” I said, grinning back.

She closed her eyes as she began to roll her hips, her mouth parted slightly in a quiet moan. “Oh God, Jamie. You really fit perfectly.”

“You feel incredible,” I told her. I moved my hands up and cupped one of her massive tits in each.

Her nipples had started to poke out, but were still mostly hiding. I moved my right hand to the nearest one and twisted and pulled.

“Oh,” she gasped, her hips moving faster.

That nipple rose even more, the color darkening slightly at the stimulation.

I sat up slightly, just enough so my mouth could reach her other breast, and I sucked on that nipple until it matched the other.

She pushed me back down with one palm and held me there. She continued to roll her hips, increasing the speed with every back and forth. With her other hand, she was massaging one of her breasts.

“Oh God, I love you, Jamie.”

I dug my fingers into her ample thighs and moved in time with her.

Her eyes fluttered open again, and she dropped forward, both hands on my chest, to hold herself up at my thrusting.

She stopped moving, unable to with the sensation of my movement.

I wrapped my hand around her waist and, in a swift movement, rolled us over so I was on top.

Her eyes opened wide in surprise, but her body reacted appropriately. She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me in tighter.

“Ah, ah, ah,” she breathed in time with my thrusts.

I bent down and gently bit each nipple, and her breathing intensified.

“God, Jamie! Fuck me. Fuck me like I’ve always needed you to,” she begged.

She came again shortly after that, and the sound of her crying out pushed me over the edge.

I filled her up, pumping more into her than I’d thought possible at that moment.

We sat there in silence for a little bit, me holding myself over her, still inside, studying her face.

She lay there, arms over her face, breathing heavy. She moved her arms so she could study me back.

She grinned up at me, the same grin she always gave me, before reaching up and pulling me down into another kiss.

“Plan B is on you, my guy.”

“God, I love you,” I said, as I kissed her.

❖

Amber was still asleep in my bed when I woke up. Girls’ night had gone pretty late, and I’d had a few hours of sleep before she’d surprised me with her visit.

I let her sleep, but risked a forehead kiss before dressing and heading down to the kitchen for some breakfast.

I’d just been planning on some cereal, but when I got there, I was greeted with the smell and sound of frying bacon.

Nettie was at the stove, monitoring multiple burners. One held bacon, another scrambled eggs, and the third French toast. A pot of coffee was brewing as well.

Lilly was sitting cross-legged on the kitchen island, a bowl of egg-mixture and a stack of bread in front of her.

Nettie moved the pan with French toast to the island, sliding the finished slice out, and Lilly dipped a fresh slice in egg and dropped it in the pan.

Both women looked up at my entrance. Nettie broke into a wide grin. She double-checked all the pans then rushed over and gave me a tight hug. “Morning,” she said as I leaned down and kissed her.

Lilly gave me a shy smile as I moved over to the island. She leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. I could tell something was off and checked our bond. I got back hesitation and anxiety.

“Everything okay?” I asked, cupping her face with one hand.

She leaned into my hand, eyes closed. The physical touch seemed to help, as I sensed the anxiety ebb away a little.

She smiled wider and nodded. “Everything is well, I promise.”

“You sure? Cause I’m getting pretty good at this whole Leasher-Leash bond thing.”

She grinned at that, and I felt a little pride swell up on her end. “Good. And yes, I am sure.”

“Okay.” I turned to Nettie, who had returned to the stove. “Need help with anything?”

She shook her head. “Nope. Just make up a plate for yourself, okay?”

Lilly shook her head. “Sit down, Master. I will serve you.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

She placed a hand on each of my shoulders and firmly guided me to a seat. She was much stronger than her lithe form suggested.

I’d like to say I let her put me in my seat, but she did actually force me down.

She teleported off the counter next to Nettie, who let out a surprised squeak. Lilly grabbed a plate from a cupboard and dished up a little of everything for me. She teleported back and placed the plate and a fork in front of me.

“Don’t forget the powdered sugar and syrup for the toast,” Nettie said.

Lilly slid a bowl of sugar and a bottle of syrup over to me at Nettie’s instruction.

“You should eat too, Lilly,” Nettie said.

The girls’ night must have been a success. Nettie wasn’t even drunk, and she was speaking to Lilly without staring at the floor.

“After Jamie,” she said, watching me intently.

I wanted to argue, but I knew better. I started in on my plate. “Dang, Nettie, this is really good!”

She beamed at me. “Good! We decided last night we would all take turns making breakfast. I volunteered for today.”

“Amber is cooking tomorrow morning,” Lilly said.

“Can’t wait,” I said around a mouthful of bacon.

After she was satisfied that I had eaten enough, Lilly prepared a plate for herself, eating it in her usual style. Her fingers dripped with syrup as she dipped the toast. “Mmm, it’s sweet,” she said through a mouthful.

She shoveled the bacon and eggs in with her syrup covered fingers and grinned at Nettie. “It’s very good, Nettie.”

“I’m glad!” Nettie finished restocking all the plates and flipped the stove off. “That should be enough for everyone, right?” she asked us.

It easily looked like enough for a dozen people. “Yeah, I think you’ve got it.”

“Great.” She dished up for herself and slid into the seat next to me. She leaned her head on my shoulder and let out a contented sigh. “I missed making breakfast with you,” she said.

“I wouldn’t call what we made in the motel breakfast. Not like this,” I said. “But I know what you mean.”

Lilly was pointedly not looking at us, and I sensed a surge of jealousy from her. She’d seemed fine with the whole arrangement before, but that didn’t necessarily mean she wasn’t going to be jealous. I wondered if the two of them knew Amber had visited my room the night before.

If they didn’t know now, I knew Fawn would likely announce it to the entire house.

I was saved from further introspection when Grace walked into the room. She was wearing the same pajamas she’d been in the night before. Her hair was pulled up in a bun, but this one was not her usual tight and professional.

She wasn’t wearing makeup, which I realized I’d never expected to see. Her eyes had slight bags under them, and she was wearing glasses. She was just as attractive like this as when she was all made up.

She yawned as she waved to the three of us. “Smells wonderful, Nettie,” she said.

“Help yourself!” Nettie said, almost more excited by Grace’s praise than mine.

Girls’ night really must have been a success.

Grace did so before dropping onto a stool across from me. She offered me a tired smile before she dug into her breakfast. Unlike Lilly, she had perfect table manners.

“How was girls’ night?” I asked.

“A total success,” Grace said. “We got through a good portion of the Ghibli catalog, at least, the Miyazaki directed films.”

“They’re all wonderful,” Lilly said.

Nettie nodded in agreement. “It was great.”

“Lots of girl talk?” I asked. I wondered if any of them would admit to talking about me. Amber had said something to that effect, but I was curious if they’d come clean or not.

Lilly and Nettie exchanged a look, and I caught a minor form of panic from both of them. Grace just smiled, amusement pulsing through our bond.

Shit. Well, that confirmed it. They talked about me. I wondered how specific the notes exchanged were.

“Is Fawn not up yet?” Grace took a sip from the mug of coffee she’d poured herself as she glanced around.

Nettie shook her head. “She likes to sleep in sometimes. I promised her I’d save her some food, though. So, everyone make sure to leave at least one plate for her.”

“I thought she’d be all for having breakfast with the group,” I said.

Nettie shrugged. “I think she may be peopled out for a little bit.”

Lilly nodded. “She really enjoyed last night, but I could tell by the time we finished the last movie she was ready for some solitude.”

I searched the bundle of cords I pictured as my Leashes in my mind and found Fawn. I wasn’t sensing any real emotions, which told me she must have been sleeping. I would make sure to stop by and check on her. That felt like the right thing for a mate to do.

“Is Amber still sleeping?” Grace asked, looking directly at me.

The other two turned, neither surprised at the question.

“Uh, yeah.” I scooped up a forkful of eggs so I could avoid saying anything else.

Nettie and Lilly exchanged another look. No panic this time, just a strange mix of relief and disappointment from both of them.

I decided I needed to change the subject immediately. “Grace, have you had that conversation with Lilly yet? About those dossiers you wanted to put together?”

“What’s a dossier?” Lilly asked.

“I have not,” Grace answered, turning to Lilly. “A dossier is a document that details facts about a specific subject. In this case, I wish to create a file for each of Jamie’s Leashes. But I would like to consult with you about wording. I understand you have a tier system you use in categorizing Leashes.”

“Oh, yes, I can help with that.”

“Great,” I said. “Because I’ve been thinking. I still don’t know entirely what the Game entails, but I want to make sure we have our best chance at, if not winning, at least surviving. And while I may be a shitty accountant, I still like having all the data when I make a decision.”

Lilly grinned at that. “You wish to start playing the Game for real, then?”

I shrugged. “I guess so. But I want to have a team meeting first. So, once Fawn and Amber are awake. If that’s okay with everyone?”

I looked at each of the women. Nettie’s expression hadn’t changed, but she nodded. She wasn’t as invested as the others, but I knew she would follow me anywhere. That responsibility made me even more determined to make sure I was ready.

Lilly had puffed herself up and was grinning widely as she nodded. Pride seeped from our bond.

Grace just offered a slight tilt of the head. “Shall I schedule something for early afternoon? I can arrange a late lunch?”
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Once I’d had enough breakfast, I loaded up a plate for Fawn. I made sure to dish up more bacon than anything else.

I took the plate upstairs and knocked on the door to her room.

“You may enter, my mate.”

I slipped inside, closing the door behind me. There was just enough light from under the door and through the curtains for me to make out her shape.

“Hey, Fawn,” I said, crossing the room to where she sat cross-legged on the floor.

“My mate,” she said. It still sent a little thrill through me every time she called me that.

“I brought you some breakfast. Nettie did a good job with it.”

“I am sure. My Bondwife is skilled at many things.”

“That’s true.” I sat down next to her and placed the plate in her waiting hands.

I checked our bond, hoping to see how she was feeling. Sometimes I could read her emotions, but other times they were too alien for me. She seemed genuinely happy that I was there, and excited about the food, but there were other emotions mixed in there that I just couldn’t interpret.

I placed my hand on her leg and squeezed it fondly. The fur there was soft and silky, and underneath it I could feel the warmth of her. She let out an appreciative sigh. It was either at my touch or the handful of bacon she had just shoved in her mouth.

“Are you doing okay? Nettie said you might not be feeling a hundred percent.”

She didn’t answer; instead, she leaned down and studied me. I could feel her eyeless scrutiny. Her face split in a grin. “I have a new Bondwife.”

I blushed a little, but nodded. “Amber came and visited me last night, yeah.”

“Good. I told her stories last night of your prowess as a mate. I knew she would take the bait.”

“I had a feeling it was you who talked me up. Thanks for that.”

“Of course, my mate. I want your happiness. And I knew that was vital for it. I also feel we will work better as your Leashes if we have that extra connection beyond just our bonds.”

“Might be true.”

“Now, if only I could convince Grace Hallow to bed you.” She tilted her head back and forth, lost in thought.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’m pretty sure I’m not Grace’s type.”

“Do not underestimate yourself, my mate. I am sure you could satisfy her. After all, you have satisfied myself and all my Bondwives very well thus far.”

“Not what I meant. And you changed the subject! I came to check on you. What’s going on?”

Something akin to frustration flashed in our bond. “I am fine.”

“Fawn, you know I can sense your emotions. You can tell me. I want to help.”

She thought about it for a moment, chewing on a strip of bacon as she did. “Very well. But you must promise that you will not send me away.”

“I would never send you away,” I said, a little offended that she would think that of me.

“I know you would not want to, but I fear you might consider it if I answer your question.”

I narrowed my eyes at that. “Okay… Well, I promise I won’t send you away. No matter what you tell me. And if you need to do some Fey magic to bind me to that promise, you can.”

She tilted her head in surprise at that. “Are you sure? How did you know I could make such bindings?”

“I didn’t. Can you?”

She nodded.

“Well, then make the binding. Whatever you need to do. I will not send you away.”

I felt something wrap around my heart. Cold and iron hard, like chains holding me in place.

“It is done.”

“Good,” I said, regretting it only a little.

“I miss the Wood,” she said. “I love it here with you and my Bondwives, but I am trapped behind these walls. I may not leave for fear of upsetting the humans outside. And I am frustrated and restless, and I hate it.” She ended with a growl, showing all her teeth.

I managed not to shrink back as she leaned toward me.

“What can I do, my mate?” she demanded. “I don’t wish to leave, but I miss hunting between the trees.”

“I spoke with Grace yesterday. She’s working on something that might allow you to go outside.”

She pulled her head back and tilted it back and forth in a way that I translated as blinking in surprise. “Truly?”

“I think so. At least, she said she was working on something that would let you go clubbing with all of us. So, I assume it would work for just going outside. Would that make it better?”

“What is clubbing?” she asked.

“Lots of people, loud music, drinks, drugs, and dancing.”

“That sounds wonderful!” she grinned.

“Don’t forget the maybe being able to go outside bit,” I reminded her.

“Oh, that is wonderful, too! How long do you think it will take her to accomplish this?”

“I don’t know. But I’ll ask.”

“Please do.” She turned, placing her half-finished plate of food on top of her bedside table.

She angled her face back at me and grinned. “Would you be opposed to celebrating this news with me, my mate?” she asked.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

She uncrossed her legs and rose to her hands and knees.

I’d gotten pretty good at not staring at her tits all the time, considering she was always naked, but there was something about the way they looked when she was in that position that made it a lot harder to look away.

I was able to look away when she turned and I noticed her tail had lifted, giving me a full view of her pussy.

“Oh,” I said, “is that all?” I grinned as I slipped out of my pants and lined myself up with her.

I wasn’t fully hard yet, but Fawn had her fey magic to help with that. I rubbed myself against her folds until both of us were ready.

She let out a soft growl of excitement as she felt me growing against her. “Yes, my mate,” she practically purred. “I think this will be just what I needed.”

❖

After Fawn had declared herself satisfied, I made my way back to my room. I wanted to get a shower in before the team meeting.

I was surprised to find Amber still in my bed.

She rolled over at the sound of my door opening. She pulled the blanket up to cover her chest, eyes wide in surprise.

“Oh, hey, Jamie,” she said.

“Surprised to see me in my room?” I asked.

“This is your room?” she asked in mock disbelief. She glanced around. “Oh my word, so it is.”

I sat down on the bed and grinned at her.

“What?” she demanded. “Why you leering at me, boy?”

I shrugged. “Just remembering some stuff.”

“What stuff?”

I nodded toward her covered chest.

“Oh, you mean these bad boys?” she lowered the blanket to give me an unobstructed view.

“Even better than I remembered,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I slid next to her. I went to wrap my arms around her but hesitated.

She gave me a reassuring nod.

I wrapped one arm around her back and cupped a breast in each hand. And I hadn’t been lying. They were even better than I remembered.

I massaged them and marveled at their heft. So soft and smooth.

I found a nipple and pinched it between thumb and forefinger. She let out a sharp gasp, and I watched as it ever so slowly poked itself up.

She moved a hand down to my crotch. Even though I’d just finished with Fawn, I was already good to go again. The month I’d spent in the motel with Nettie had really done wonders for my stamina.

“Hang on,” Amber said, moving my hands away so she could spin to face me. “There’s something I want to try.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

She shook her head as she crawled backward off the bed, pulling me to the edge.

She positioned me so I was sitting on the end, and she knelt down between my legs. “Lay back,” she said, and I did as instructed.

She pulled my pants down and off, tossing them to one side. Then she pulled my stiffening cock out of my underwear.

“Damn, man. Seriously, how did I never know you were packing this?”

I raised my head to look at her. She was staring in open wonder at the penis she held in her hand. “I mean, it’s okay. Thanks for being impressed, though.”

“Shut up,” she said before sticking it in her mouth.

I was very glad I had taken the time to wash myself off before leaving Fawn’s room.

She didn’t have Lilly’s raw talent for fellatio, but she had enthusiasm. She went slowly, moving up and down and licking top and bottom, until I was fully erect.

She popped me out of her mouth and rose higher on her knees until her tits were level with my cock.

“Oh,” I said, grinning excitedly.

“I know you’ve always wanted one of these,” she said.

“Did I tell you about that?” I asked as she enveloped me in the softness of her chest.

“I just had a feeling about it,” she said as she moved them up and down over me.

She held them together, beautifully squished around me. I suspected it was on purpose, but she left just enough space between her fingers that her nipples were visible as she rhythmically moved herself up and down. They slowly peaked as she got more and more heated.

She occasionally released me from the wonderful prison to re-lubricate me with a quick trip in her mouth, then resumed the tit-fuck.

I thrust up into her in time with her movements. It felt wonderful. She was just the right amount of soft for this.

I let out a groan of pleasure, and she redoubled her efforts. “Like that?” she asked, her already deep and smoky voice suddenly so sensual that I almost lost it right there.

I grunted something that meant, “Yes, I like that very much, please never stop.”

“Good,” she breathed. “You can have this whenever you want.”

That sounded very nice to me.

Eventually, I felt the pressure.

“Amber,” I warned.

“Just cum for me, Jamie,” she said, using that same breathy voice. “Let me have it all.”

Before she finished, I came. I spurted out the top of her chest, and she let out a surprised gasp as a rope lashed out over her face.

She sat back, one eye closed and studied herself. Her chest and half her face were glistening with cum.

“How was that?” she asked.

“Fucking incredible. Here, let me help you clean up.”

“Not bad for a first attempt, huh?” she said as I helped her to her feet.

“No way that was your first time,” I said as we walked into my bathroom. “How have none of your exes asked for that?”

“Oh, they did. I just always said no.”

“Damn. Well, I’m honored.”

I helped her get cleaned up as much as possible. As I wiped her face and breasts for her I told her about the meeting we had planned.

“Oh?” she said. “Got a big surprise for us?”

“Not really. I just want to set some expectations for all of us. Start taking this thing seriously, you know?”

“You weren’t taking it seriously before?” she asked.

“Amber, my dude, we spent all of yesterday morning drunk off our asses. That doesn’t feel like I was taking it very seriously.”

“And you just got a tit job from one of your, what is it now, four? Yeah, four girlfriends. That’s not a similar lack of seriousness?”

“I will have you know that I take our relationship very seriously. How dare you insinuate that deepening my relationships with my Leashes is counterintuitive?” I was mostly joking.

“No comment on the girlfriend phrasing?” she asked, blushing slightly.

“I’d kind of assumed that label the second you put my dick in you.”

“Aw, look at you, all ready for commitment.”

“And you’re okay that there are four of you?” I asked, suddenly terrified that this conversation was actually happening.

She tilted her head and considered me for a while before answering. “Honestly, after last night, yeah. Maybe it’s just because it’s you, but I’m all in. Also, first chance I get, I’m jumping Lilly’s bone, too. You okay with that?”

“Really?” I asked.

“Which part requires clarification?”

“Uh, I guess the Lilly part?”

She shrugged. “Probably not. That chick has it bad for you, man. I think out of all of us, she’s the least okay with sharing. And definitely isn’t giving herself to anyone else.”

That comment rang true. And it would also explain her mood that morning. I would need to take some extra time for her. Make sure she understood just how important she really was to me.

“Maybe a threesome, though?” Amber asked, pulling me out of my thought.

“Oh, hell yeah. Also, just a heads up, don’t tell her I told you, but Nettie really likes to watch.”

She opened her eyes wide. “Seriously? Damn, little lady a freak, huh?”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“Spent a long time with her, huh?” Amber asked, her voice suddenly serious.

“Yeah, I guess so. It was a lot. For both of us. We got close. Necessity at first, but then, you know.”

“I’m glad. I really like Nettie. You’ve got a great harem, my dude.”

“Stop calling it that,” I said.

“What should I call it? Your team? Your band of Leashes?” she laughed. “We’re your mother-fucking harem, and you like it.”

“Maybe,” I grumbled.

“Look, you need to shower before your little presentation. I’ve been led to believe Nettie made breakfast, so I’m heading downstairs. I’m going to tell Lilly you need to see her. Okay?”

“Oh yeah, that’d be nice. Thanks, Amber.”

She nodded. “This is still weird for me, but, well, it’s you. So, I’m going to try my best, okay?” She gave me a smile, but I could sense something else under her contentment. Maybe sadness, or jealousy. But it was too small for me to completely determine its shape.

I reached out and grabbed her arm before she could leave the bathroom. I leaned down and gave her a kiss.

She pushed into me, her tongue darting into my mouth as she let out a soft moan. “Thanks,” she said, pushing away from me. “I’ll see you at the meeting, team captain.”

And she was gone.

I chose an outfit for the day, then turned the water on. I was about to step in when I caught a whiff of wildflowers. I poked my head out of the bathroom to find a nervous Lilly standing in the center of the room.

She had her arms folded under her chest as she nervously glanced around the room.

“Lilly,” I said, waving from the door.

She almost jumped out of her skin as she turned toward me. She must have really been out of it not to see me right away. She was usually pretty observant.

“You shower yet?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Care to join me for mine?” I asked.

She smiled wide at that, and started toward me, stripping out of her clothes as she did.
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After our shower, Lilly helped me prepare for the meeting. She sat cross-legged on my bed, wearing nothing but one of my shirts, and answered questions I threw at her while I updated my unnecessary spreadsheet.

Eventually, there was a knock on my door.

“Come in,” Lilly answered for me.

Grace poked her head in and gave Lilly a friendly smile.

She had gotten dressed and put on what minimal makeup she wore since breakfast. Her hair was even back in its standard professional bun.

“Lunch is ready whenever you are, Mr. Beckett. I’ve also prepared the sitting room in the basement for the meeting.”

“Awesome. Thanks so much, Grace. We’ll be right down.”

She gave me a tight nod, then pulled her head out of the room and closed the door.

“I suppose I should get dressed,” Lilly said, lounging back on the bed, a hand over her face.

The shirt pulled up enough that I could make out the silver tuft of hair between her legs.

I considered being late to the meeting but decided against it.

“Sorry, Lil,” I said. “We can have some more fun after the meeting.”

She sat back up and grinned at me. That had been a test, apparently, based on the pride that beamed at me through our bond.

She teleported off the bed, next to me, and wrapped her arms around me. She kissed me before pulling back and studying my face. Her eyes darted back and forth like she was afraid she’d never see me again. Then she smiled and said, “I’m proud of you, Master. Thank you for doing this.”

She stepped back, scooped up her clothes and dressed quickly as I gathered up my laptop.

“Mind getting us there quicker?” I asked, wrapping an arm around her waist.

She smiled up at me before teleporting us away.

Once I blinked away the bright light, I could see everyone was already waiting for us.

Lilly gave me a quick peck on the cheek before moving over to take an empty seat next to Amber.

As soon as Lilly was seated, Amber wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her into a hug.

Lilly pulled her bare feet up onto the couch and nestled into Amber’s side.

Nettie was sitting in an armchair, her legs pulled up under her. Fawn sat on the floor in front of Nettie. The smaller woman was busy braiding Fawn’s hair.

They both acknowledged me with warm smiles, which I returned.

Grace was sitting in a simple chair that looked like it had come from the dining room. Her back was straight, and her legs were crossed at the ankles. She had a notebook open in her lap and a pen in her hand, ready to take minutes for the meeting.

“We’re all ready when you are, Mr. Beckett,” she said.

“Right, thanks.” I cleared my throat and put my computer on the small table Grace had provided for me.

I turned to consider the five beautiful women, all staring at me intently. Well, one was tilting her head side to side and sensing me, but same difference.

I suddenly found myself weirdly self-conscious.

“Go ahead, my mate,” Fawn said, sensing my unease.

I tried to feel my gratitude as loudly as I could for her. She smiled, which I assumed meant she got the message.

“Okay,” I said. “I just wanted to talk about this little game we all find ourselves wrapped up in. So, first thing I wanted to do was give us all a chance to get on the same page. Lilly has agreed to answer any questions she can, and I hope anyone else that might know anything will be willing to share.” I looked to Grace and Fawn.

“Um,” Nettie raised her hand.

“Nettie?” I said.

“And we absolutely have to participate, right?” she asked.

“Once you’ve been leashed, you are a participant,” Lilly answered. “And from what I understand, removing your bond is more traumatizing than most can bear.”

I felt a pang of something like fear from Grace at that. But she didn’t speak up. I guessed that conversation was meant to stay between us for now.

Lilly kept going. “But the rewards for winning are supposed to be incredible.”

“And what are those?” Nettie asked. “Sorry, I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m just curious.”

“You’re not being difficult,” I said to her. “This is why I wanted to have this talk. Lilly? Do we know what the prize is?”

“My understanding is that the gods will grant the winning Leasher whatever it is he and his Leashes desire. Whether wealth or power. Whatever it is.”

“That’s incredibly vague,” I said.

“Sorry,” Lilly said, shrinking into Amber a little more.

“No, not a criticism. I just don’t trust people in power who give vague promises. Just reeks of work pizza party to me.”

Grace actually had to suppress a giggle at that. She cleared her throat and spoke up. “Regardless of what the prize is, not taking part can be potentially dangerous. More prepared Leashers will seek us out as easy prey. I have already apologized for my role in that, but I would like to say again, I’m sorry.”

I waved her apology away. “Oh, I blame Ironwood for that. We wouldn’t have taken him down without you. You don’t need to apologize again. But yeah. How many more like him are there? Do we have any idea?”

“The gods of each world may create a certain number of Leashers, per the rules of the game,” Lilly answered.

“And that number is?” I asked.

Lilly shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“It is based on the population of each world,” Fawn answered. “That is how it was in games past.”

I frowned at that. “So, how many do we think? Am I a one in a million type of guy? Or more like a one in a thousand?”

“One in forty-three million,” Grace answered.

“Huh?”

“You and Dean were the last two Leashers in the United States. He had defeated five others before we went for you.”

“How long had you known about me?” I asked.

“I worked for Dean for about a decade. I perfected my tracking spell about five years ago. So, five years.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Dean felt you were the least threatening, and as long as you had no obvious Leash, he wasn’t worried about you. When Lilly showed up, he decided we should do something about you.”

“I hate that,” I said.

She shrugged. “I’d been keeping tabs on you. It’s why I had a feeling you’d be the one to take him down.”

“Really?” both Amber and I asked.

Grace blinked at that. “Yes. Is that hard to believe?”

“Kinda,” Amber said. “No offense, Jamie.”

“None taken,” I said. “Yeah, kinda.”

“I suppose I just saw something in you,” Grace said. A glimmer of fondness flashed in the bond and vanished just as quickly as it had surfaced.

“I have a question,” Amber said. She pointed at Grace. “Are there any Leashers close to us, Ma’am?”

She shook her head. “I visit this house every winter. There has never been a Leasher anywhere in the entire country, as far as I can tell.”

“When was the last time you checked?” I asked.

She frowned. “It has been a year or two. I will prepare the components later and double-check.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Okay, any other questions?”

“I have another one,” Amber said. “What do you have on that spreadsheet?” she turned to the others. “It’s really cute. He uses spreadsheets to organize his thoughts.”

“Aw,” Nettie said.

“Are spreadsheets cute?” Lilly asked. “I thought it looked a little boring.”

“They’re the worst,” Amber said. “But our boy’s an accountant.”

“Yeah yeah,” I said. “It helps me think, okay?”

“Could just do a Word doc,” Amber said.

“But the columns and rows are just so useful!” I insisted. “Shut up. Okay. So, I made a spreadsheet.”

I spun my computer around so they could see it. “You’ll see I put all your names, your tiers, based on the system Lilly taught me. Any known powers, and anything I thought might be useful for everyone to train so we can all get stronger.”

“I see several cells that just include a question mark, and an entire column that is empty.” Grace pointed out.

“That’s because I don’t have all the data,” I answered. “And the empty column is for goals. I don’t want to set those for you.”

“Oh God, Jamie,” Amber groaned. “Are you going corporate on me?”

“Huh?” I asked.

“This is an annual review. You sick bastard.”

“Oh, shit,” I said. “Well… I guess, kind of. But the difference here is I actually care about all of you and want what’s best for you.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Grace asked.

“Of course.”

“You should add yourself to the spreadsheet. You’ll have an equivalent tier, and you should have training goals for yourself as well.”

“Good point.” I quickly added myself to the sheet. “Is everyone comfortable talking about this as a group?” I asked.

Everyone gave their consent, and I started at the top.

“Lilly, I have you as Silver tier, that still true? Or do you think you’ve moved up since I’ve bonded everyone?”

She thought about it. “I think it’s safe to keep me at Silver for now. At least until I have had a chance to test my abilities.”

“Cool. Under powers I have combat, teleportation, healing factor. That about it?”

“Combat is not a power; it is a learned skill,” she corrected.

“I know, but I’m keeping it there. Because in training, that was all I could think of for you.”

“Combat training?” she asked.

“Is your teleportation or healing something you can train?” I asked.

“My teleportation could probably be refined, yes.”

“Should I add that, then?”

She nodded, and I added it to her training cell. “Any goals?” I asked.

“Win the game,” she said.

“No, I mean, like immediate, actionable goals.”

“Corporate shill,” Amber muttered.

“I would like to help you get stronger in combat,” she said after some deliberation.

“Oh, okay. Yeah, that’s a great idea!” I put it down.

“Okay, Amber. I have your tier as Diamond.”

“With a question mark, I noticed,” she said.

“I wasn’t sure… Lilly, you said Magical Girls are Diamond. Think that’s true for Amber.”

“She killed a dragon, so yes.”

Fawn made an impressed growl in her chest.

Amber blushed slightly. “Aw, guys.”

I went on. “Powers, Magical Girl. I have no idea what else to put. I was thinking a good training option would be you figuring out how to transform on command, maybe test the limits of what you can do?”

“Sure. Put that as my goal,” she said. “Transform at will.”

“And Nettie.” I turned to the slight woman. “I honestly have no idea how to determine tiers, so I didn’t know what to put for you.”

“Gold,” Lilly answered for me. “Healers are rare. And healers as effective as Nettie more so. She is definitely gold for that alone.”

Fawn nodded. “Yes. My Bondwife is impressive.”

Nettie blushed furiously.

“I wasn’t sure about training for you. I thought maybe learning anatomy or medicine might make you more effective as a healer, but I don’t really know.”

“Um, I was thinking maybe I could learn to fight?” she said. “Just so I can protect myself a little, if it comes to it.”

“I can always protect you,” Fawn insisted.

“I know, but just in case you’re busy or hurt, or, I don’t know. I just don’t want to be a burden.”

“There is a shooting range in town,” Grace offered. “I think it would be beneficial for Nettie to learn to at least handle a sidearm.”

“I can get behind that,” I said. “What do you think, Nettie?”

She nodded.

“Okay, Fawn. I also don’t know your tier.”

“Gold,” the fey said. “I am not as powerful as Amber or Grace. But I know I am valuable to you.”

I looked to Lilly who nodded her agreement.

“I also wasn’t sure what your powers are. Combat, your senses. Anything else?”

“I am a Fey of the Woods,” she said, as though that were an answer.

I knew I wasn’t going to get anything else from her, so I typed that in.

“Any training you think would be beneficial?”

“I need no training, but I would love to participate in everyone else’s. I can help Lilly hone her own skills, as well as help Amber discover hers. And I will happily assist you, my mate.”

“That’s great, thank you, Fawn.”

“And my goal is to be able to travel outside without alerting the other humans.”

I erased what I’d put in that cell “Understand humans?” and replaced it with “Go outside.”

“Grace, you said you were working on something for that?” I asked the sorceress.

She nodded. “It is almost complete. I will make it a priority for you, Fawn.”

“Thank you, Grace Hallow,” Fawn said. She used Grace’s name like a title.

“I believe I am next?” Grace asked.

“Yeah,” I confirmed.

“You put me down as Diamond?” she asked.

“With a question mark,” Amber added.

“I wasn’t sure. But Lilly had said you might be stronger than Amber.”

She shook her head. “No. I am skilled enough, but not that powerful. I will accept Gold, however.”

“Cool. Changed.” I made the change. “And are the powers I have here correct?”

“Magic and planar magic?” she considered. “I suppose differentiating it like that is wise. My primary ability, as it will affect you, is my ability to buff my allies and weaken or outright block the powers of others. That was the power I gained when Dean bonded me. The magic I taught myself.”

“Damn, I knew you were impressive, Grace,” I said.

Her cheeks reddened slightly. “And I see you put Knowledge as my potential training?”

“I figure if magic is your thing, you can always learn or create new spells, right?”

“True enough. I will commit to expanding my repertoire.”

“Goals?” I asked.

“Helping you win the Game of Chains,” she said.

I was going to correct her the way I had Lilly, but the way she said it convinced me she had thought about it before saying it.

“Well, I said. That brings me to the next thing I wanted to talk about. And I think it’s how you’re going to achieve that goal.”

“Oh?” she asked.

“That storage room of yours. Can we all take a look inside?”


7




Grace stood in the middle of the storage room, arms open, showing off the contents while everyone else stood in the doorway, staring inside.

“There is much magic in this room, Grace Hallow,” Fawn said. “You have done well collecting these artifacts for my mate.”

“Thank you, Fawn,” Grace said. “I am rather proud of my collection.”

“So, how does this work, Ma’am?” Amber asked. “You summon a Leash from each item?”

“Essentially, yes. Each of these items is tied to a potential Leash on another plane. It pulls them from their world, here.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Nettie said.

“I understand your concern,” Grace said. Regret flashed in the bond before she suppressed it.

I realized she must actually feel guilty for forcing Nettie into the game the way she had.

She continued, “Time works differently between worlds, as you know, likely better than most. And all the beings tied to these items, well, their time has run out. The summoning pulls them from their world here the moment before their story ends.”

“Wait,” Amber raised a hand. “You mean every one of these potential Leashes would die if you don’t summon them?”

“Either they die, or they exist in limbo. Either way, their story is over as far as their own world is concerned.”

“We’re basically acting as Truck-kun,” I said to Amber, using a term I knew she’d understand.

She let out a soft laugh. “Sick. Okay, but do you know who or what is attached to each item?”

Grace shook her head. “Some of them. But most of them I can only guess at. I was actually hoping Lilly or Fawn might help me identify everything.”

“What of this one?” Fawn asked. She had entered the room and was leaning down to study the aquarium with the tentacle monster.

“He won’t bond Jamie,” Grace answered. “He killed his previous Leasher. Took it personally.”

“Damn,” I said. I had considered attempting to leash that thing first.

Fawn just nodded before moving farther into the room to study the shelves.

“What sort of Leash are you after first, Jamie?” Lilly asked me.

I’d been thinking about that. “Well, I think I want something that can protect the house for us. Whatever that might look like. Most of us are pretty good when it hits the fan, but I’d like to have an extra level of security. A heavy hitter.”

“Um, I have another question,” Nettie said softly.

I turned to her. “There are a lot of things in here. Are you going to try to bond all of them?”

“Maybe? At least the ones we think I have a chance of convincing. Or the ones that will really be able to help us.”

“Okay, um… Where are they all going to stay?”

This was something else I had thought about. I hadn’t found a solution I liked, though. “For now, we just need to be selective about which Leashes we pick,” I said.

“We can double up in our rooms if we need,” Amber offered. “I’d be happy to be anyone’s roomie if they’d have me.” She pointedly looked at Lilly as she said it.

“Fawn and I could share, as well,” Nettie said.

Fawn nodded her agreement from the other side of the room, where she was currently running a stiletto nail over the spine of a book. “I am very willing to share quarters with any of my Bondwives.”

“I don’t really sleep, either,” Lilly said. “Unless I need to heal. And in that case, I could use Jamie’s bed.”

Nettie and Amber narrowed their eyes at that, but didn’t argue the point.

“If everyone doubles up, that gives us two extra rooms,” I said. “So, depending on the Leashes, if they’re willing to share space, that’s potentially six of them?”

“You could start with these,” Fawn said. She’d moved from the bookshelf to the metal shelving. She lifted a palm-sized slab of stone up toward us.

Lilly crossed over to her to look at the stone. “Are those what I think they are?” she asked.

“Depends on what you think they are,” Fawn answered. “But I suspect you are thinking correctly.”

Lilly grinned at the fey woman. “If you start with these, we don’t lose anyone’s room just yet.”

“Why is that?” Grace asked.

“This is gargoyle flesh,” Fawn answered.

“Gargoyles prefer to stay outside, usually perched on top of a building,” Lilly said. “And they make excellent defenders.”

Grace looked to me, and I nodded. She moved to the shelf and scooped up the three pieces of stone. “Shall we take this outside?”

We moved outside. Grace and I trudged a short distance onto the beach, and everyone else took a seat on the strip of grass between the house and the sand.

Grace had instructed everyone that unless it looked like I was going to die, they were not to interfere. If it turned out the gargoyles needed me to defeat them in combat, it had to be just me doing the fighting.

“What do you think the odds are I have to fight these things?” I asked Grace as we moved farther onto the beach.

“Very high,” she said. “Almost every one of Dean’s required he overpower them.

“He had more than six, didn’t he?” I asked.

“A lot more.”

“Where were they when we fought him?”

She gave me one of her tight smiles. “Away.”

“Are they going to come looking for me?” I asked.

“I doubt it. Now, are you ready?”

“I think so.” I shook myself, loosening my arms, and stretched my neck a little. “Do your thing, Ms. Hallow.”

She bent down and placed the three slabs on the ground.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she brought up both her hands and twisted them together and around each other, fingers dancing in a pattern I couldn’t keep up with.

The stones glowed with a dull gray light that grew until I had to look away.

When the light died down, I glanced at the ground and found three statues sunk into the sand.

They were roughly humanoid in shape. Each distinct. The statue in the center was larger, almost as tall as Fawn, with broad shoulders. Rough wings sprouted from the shoulders, but didn’t look big enough to allow the thing to fly. I realized they were broken off a short distance from the shoulder. It had the face of what I could only describe as a devil, with pointed ears and a ridge of horns that ran the length of its brow, right under the carved hair. It held a stone sword in its right hand.

The second statue was shorter but just as masculine. The same devilish face, if a little rounder compared to the first’s square jaw, same pointed ears and ridge of horns. This one had its wings. They were folded up behind its back, but I could tell if they could open they would be massive. This one held a spiked mace.

The last statue was decidedly feminine. Round breasts wrapped in a stone band carved delicately enough that I could tell it was a sheer fabric. Two stone nipples were visible through the fabric. The face was softer, and instead of a ridge of horns, two short curling horns poked out of the carved hair. This one held no weapon, but its hands were open, and the fingers ended in sharp claws. She had the same wings as the second.

All three were dressed in simple outfits and had twisted expressions of anger.

“Are they supposed to be statues?” I asked.

Grace looked up at the afternoon sky and considered for a moment. She twisted the fingers of her right hand, and clouds formed overhead.

“Good luck,” she said, turning and marching back toward the other women.

The clouds thickened overhead, turning gray and angry. And, most importantly, they blocked out the sun.

As the beach fell into artificial darkness, the stone of the gargoyles flaked off.

The middle figure blinked, and an unbroken sheet of stone crumbled away. The skin underneath was still stone-gray, and didn’t actually look any softer than granite, but it did look alive.

All three twisted their faces, stretching mouths and blinking eyes. Then they shifted their arms and legs. The feminine figure lifted a foot out of the sand, all the stone on their leg falling away.

Her feet looked a lot like a bird of prey’s, talons and all.

It only took a few moments for them to completely shrug out of their stone. Then they were glancing around in confusion.

The middle one, who I immediately clocked as the leader of this trio, raised his sword at me. He barked something in a language I didn’t understand.

“Huh?” I said.

Lilly was there at my side, wildflower scent telling me she had teleported. “He’s asking who you are,” she said.

She barked something back at the figure, who narrowed his eyes.

“I told him you are a Leasher and you wish to bond him and his cohorts.”

“He doesn’t seem happy about that,” I said.

The middle figure spoke to his companions, and they nodded.

He pointed his sword at Lilly and waved her away with it, dismissing her with the motion.

“They’re going to fight you, three to one. Can you handle that?” she asked.

“What tier are Gargoyles?” I asked.

“Iron, I think.”

“I got this.”

“I know,” she whispered, before teleporting away.

The wingless gargoyle barked at me again, and I understood the intent. He was asking if I was ready.

It was nice of him to ask. I nodded, and the two that had wings put them to use.

Massive granite wings snapped open, and they jumped up in the air, rising high before plummeting down toward me.

The center figure just leveled his sword at my chest and lunged.

I threw up three shields, one in front of each of them.

The guy in front of me hit his with the point of the sword. Sparks flew from the invisible wall, and the blade slid up uselessly.

With a thought, I pushed the shield forward into him hard enough that he fell backward with a shocked cry.

The two in the air moved perfectly in unison, which meant they struck their shields at the same time. They bounced back and fell to the ground.

The shorter male didn’t catch himself in time and slammed onto the beach, sending a cloud of sand up around him. I summoned another two shields and slammed them down on top of the two prone figures.

The female gargoyle was a little more spry than her friend and corrected her flight.

She dropped almost level with the ground and flew straight at me.

From somewhere she had drawn a short sword, which she leveled at my throat.

I summoned another shield that she almost dodged. The instant her sword touched the surface, she adjusted her flight and flew over the obstacle.

I willed another into existence right above her and pulled it down on top of her, slamming her into the ground just like her friends.

I held the three of them like that until they stopped struggling.

The larger one had tried to dig his way through the sand, so I’d been forced to create a sphere around him to prevent him from getting out. It had cost a little more mana than usual, since I’d had to create part of it in the sand, but sand was soft enough that it wasn’t an outrageous amount.

Lilly teleported back. She was practically glowing with pride. “Well done, Master,” she said.

I flushed at the title a little. “Do they give up?” I asked.

Lilly spoke to the leader in their gravelly language, and he nodded.

I released the shields, and the three of them lined up in front of me.

“What’s next?” I asked Lilly.

“They’re going to kneel. You just need to say their names while touching their brows. They will then be bonded to you.”

“What are their names?” I asked.

“That’s up to you,” she said. “Gargoyles rarely have names. But a Leash Gargoyle is special. Stronger.”

“So I have to name them?” I asked.

She nodded.

I turned to face the three of them. The two males were staring at me with a mixture of awe and respect, while the female seemed to be more than a little angry that she had lost so easily.

They all watched me until I nodded, then they dropped to their knees, weapons laid on the sand, hilts toward me.

I considered if the order mattered and decided I would name them in the order they were defeated.

I reached out and touched the center gargoyle and considered. He was wingless, which made the name I had in mind seem almost cruel, but it felt right. “Roc,” I said.

I moved to the other male and placed my hand on his head. “Mason.”

Then I moved to the final. She glared up at me, obviously unhappy that she had been bested, but she didn’t stop me as I placed my hand on her head. “Lazuli,” I said after some thought.

Only after giving Lazuli her name did I feel the bonds take effect. The leashes click into place, as it were.

The three of them seemed to notice as well. Their eyes opened wide in wonder; even the stubborn Lazuli seemed thrilled with the sensation.

I wondered how much of what I felt translated to them. For me, it was a simple burning in my chest solidifying into three glowing marbles I could consider and inspect in my mind.

I reached out and mentally touched the one I was sure was Roc. His emotions were a mixture of shame at being defeated, but pride at now serving one powerful enough to defeat him. The others had similar emotions. All three also knew they were stronger now. The blessing of the Leasher. With each additional Leash, everyone grew in power. And these three had just been pumped with the juice of my five previous Leashes. None of whom were weak.

Roc rose first. He picked up his sword and sheathed it at his side.

“What shall we call you, our lord?” His voice sounded exactly how I’d have expected. Whether English or his original barking language. Deep and resonate, like singing echoing off a cave wall.

“You speak English?” I asked, surprised.

“We speak your tongue now that we serve you, yes.”

“I see. You can call me Jamie. Welcome to the team, Roc.”

He bowed his head. “Thank you, Lord Jamie.”

Mason and Lazuli rose, echoing the sentiment. Their voices were slightly higher than Roc’s, but still deep and resonate.

“You are a skilled warrior,” Lazuli said begrudgingly. “I was sure I had you there at the end.”

I bowed my head slightly, finding myself mimicking their etiquette. “You read my shields better than most. I’m impressed. I hope you’ll use that skill for our benefit in the future.”

The praise seemed to placate her, and her cheeks grew a darker shade of stone.


Part Two

BOUNDARIES
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Since the beach house was lacking in good perches, and with Roc not being able to fly, the three gargoyles chose a spot beside the driveway.

Once they were ready, Grace dismissed the clouds, and the three of them turned back to stone.

“TV was pretty good in the nineties, huh?” Amber said to me as we admired the newest members of our team.

“Huh?” I asked.

“Nothing. So, what’s next? Gonna leash someone else?”

“I’m afraid I can only do that once a day at the moment,” Grace said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. That was a pretty good start,” I said.

Nettie moved to my side and hugged my arm tightly. “That was so good!” she said, beaming up at me. “You’ve gotten really good with your shields.”

I swelled up at her praise. “Yeah, I’m not bad.”

“She speaks the truth, my mate. That was deftly done.” Fawn came from behind and pulled both Nettie and me into a hug, pressing us up into her exposed breasts. “Well done.”

“Remember when we thought you’d have to do all the fighting?” Amber asked Lilly as all of us made our way inside.

“I do,” the elf answered. “It’s why I pushed him so hard to bond you. I needed someone with combat capabilities other than myself.”

“That hurts, guys,” I said.

I glanced back at the three gargoyles before I walked through the front door.

They looked proud. Content.

When I felt for their bonds in my mind, I found them. There were no emotions present, but they were there, alive and burning inside me. “Good start,” I said. But I knew we’d need more.

“We should celebrate, right?” Amber asked the group.

“What do you have in mind?” I asked.

“We could go out,” Grace offered.

“We should do something that everyone can participate in,” I said, nodding toward Fawn.

“And it’s not really fair to the gargoyles, is it?” Nettie added.

“Gargoyles exist to protect,” Lilly said. “I might be mistaken, but I believe they would be happiest protecting the home of their new lord.”

“I really need to tell them not to call me that,” I said. “I don’t like it.”

“Yes you do,” Amber said, elbowing me in the ribs. “Just how you like it when Lilly calls you master. You sick little freak.”

“Jamie, you should talk to them when the sun goes down. Figure out what they like,” Nettie offered. “Then we can make them a welcome to the team gift basket or something.”

“That’s a great idea,” I said.

“We’re getting off topic,” Amber said, waving her arms. “We should celebrate.”

“If you can give me a few hours, I think I should be able to finish that project I was working on for Fawn,” Grace offered. “There is a nightclub in town that I think you all may enjoy.”

“Clubbing?” Amber said, putting a finger to her lips thoughtfully. “Yes, I think that will do nicely.”

Nettie’s eyes were open wide in panic at the suggestion. I pulled her into a side hug and squeezed. “We can get you good and drunk, Net.”

That didn’t seem to help ease the panic, but she nodded.

“And I will be able to join you?” Fawn asked Grace.

“I think so, yes.”

“What is a nightclub?” Lilly asked.

“Oh, babes, you’re going to love it,” Amber said, taking Lilly by the shoulder and leading her farther into the house. She waved a hand up in a grand gesture. “Imagine a dark, loud room full of drunk, high idiots grinding on each other.”

“Guess we’ll get to use those dresses after all,” I said to Grace.

“Yes, and it’s also my understanding that a certain young woman frequents that particular establishment,” Grace said.

“Is that so?” I asked.

Nettie looked up at me. “Who?”

Grace gave me her trademark tight smile and left the room.

“A potential Leash,” I told Nettie. “Grace and I saw her in town yesterday.”

“How does Grace know she’ll be at the club?” Nettie asked.

“Grace always knows stuff like that,” I said. To myself, I wondered if Grace used magic or a second subscription to Skye’s feed to discover that information.

A few hours later, I was in the theater with everyone when Grace entered the room and marched up to Fawn.

“Would you try these on, my dear?” she asked, handing Fawn a pair of large sunglasses.

Fawn accepted the item and held it awkwardly. I assumed that having no eyes, she had never had to handle glasses of any kind.

“Like this,” Nettie said, taking the glasses and fitting them over Fawn’s face.

They fit a little awkwardly, since where eyes should be there was protruding horn.

No, I realized, they fit perfectly over her eyes. “What the hell?” I said, sitting up straight to stare at Fawn.

She was still the same size, but now, instead of long goat ears and horns, there was a regular human face. Her fur-covered legs were replaced with smooth, pale flesh. And hooves now looked like regular old feet.

“Grace, that’s incredible,” I said.

“Just a simple illusion,” she said. “If anyone touches you, they will still feel any fur, horns or hooves, so be careful about that. But all anyone will see if they look at you is a tall human woman.”

Fawn rose and turned toward all of us. She held her arms out at her sides and spun once for us. “Do I truly look human?” she asked.

She had the same build, but her pink and white coloring was replaced with a more natural skin tone. And without the fur, everything from the waist down was much more visible.

“You look human,” Nettie said, jumping up and grabbing Fawn’s hand. The two hopped up and down excitedly together.

“Can I go outside now?” Fawn asked.

We all gathered around and congratulated her on the new magic item.

“For what it’s worth,” Amber said, “I think you’re hotter in your normal form.”

“Thank you, Bondwife Amber,” Fawn said. “But I am still thrilled that I get to spend time outside of these walls. And that we all get to go, what was the term again?”

“Clubbing, baby, clubbing,” Amber said, grinning up at her.

“Yes, clubbing!” Fawn laughed.

“Mr. Beckett has already chosen your outfits for the evening,” Grace informed the room.

“He has?” Amber asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I have put them in your respective rooms. I suggest we leave shortly after nightfall so Mr. Beckett can give instructions to our new stone friends, and then I will drive us into town. Is that acceptable?”

Amber eyed me suspiciously before turning to the rest of the women. “Alright, ladies, let’s see what Jamie picked out for us. Then we’re glamming ourselves up for a night on the town!”

Fawn and Nettie matched her energy, and they and Lilly followed her out of the room.

Grace stepped up to me. “I’m sorry that took so long for me to prepare. If I had recognized sooner that Fawn was struggling, I would have made it a priority.”

“It’s fine, really. I should have seen it too. Thank you, Grace.”

Her cheeks reddened slightly as she nodded. “Of course. Do you have a plan of action for Miss Hex?”

“None whatsoever. Mind playing wing woman for me tonight?”

“If that is what you need, I would be happy to help.”
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Probably because I had never gone to a club without Amber, I had never had any issues getting in. And surrounded by five gorgeous women, this time was no different.

The door was manned by Jorge, the same bouncer that had been in Skye’s live stream the night before.

He recognized Grace. Which shouldn’t have surprised me.

“Señorita Hallow!” he exclaimed as we got to the door. “These your friends? Head on in!”

Grace led us through flashing lights and a throng of people up a metal staircase to a balcony area. She slipped a roll of bills into a palm, and we were escorted to a table surrounded by plush sofas right near the railing overlooking the dance floor.

A few moments later, someone arrived with a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice and enough flutes for all of us.

Fawn leaned into me and whispered loudly, “This place is crowded and loud. I love it.”

“I’m glad,” I answered, raising my voice enough to be heard over the music.

“Drink up, dude.” Amber passed me a full flute. “We’re getting Nettie buzzed enough so she’ll be willing to dance.”

Nettie had pulled the hood of the thin jacket I’d chosen for her up over her head and was staring intently at the floor. This was very much not her first choice of celebration.

She took the offered glass without looking and downed it in one long swig.

“Damn, lady,” Amber said, “you okay?”

Nettie shook her head. She was talking, but I couldn’t make anything out over the music.

“Nettie can stay here with me,” Grace offered. “Until she is ready to join you on the floor.”

Nettie gave Grace a grateful smile, and the sorceress returned the smile with a genuine one of her own.

Amber leaned in close to me and whispered, “You should hang out with Nettie, too. She’s not looking good.”

I nodded my agreement.

“But the second she’s okay, you come find me and Lilly on the floor, okay? You’re dancing tonight, whether you want to or not.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I answered.

Amber led Lilly and Fawn away and down the stairs.

I watched them go, following their path down the stairs and onto the dance floor. It took Fawn no time to figure out the concept, and she instantly followed Amber’s lead, moving just how I’d expect a Fey of the Wood: carefree and lost in the joy of it.

Lilly took a little longer, but eventually she had kicked her shoes off and was moving in time with Amber.

I couldn’t decide if I should be jealous or not, the way they were rubbing up against each other. Amber especially was being a little more handsy than I thought appropriate. But in the end I decided it was fine.

When I turned back to Grace and Nettie, I found Nettie had shifted closer to Grace. Her head was resting on the other woman’s lap. I tried not to stare at the expanse of thigh she’d exposed with her head.

Grace was sipping her champagne with one hand while gently petting Nettie with the other.

She beckoned me closer with her glass, and I slid over.

“Do you sense the Leash yet?” she asked me.

I shook my head. “Nothing yet. Maybe we picked the wrong night?”

She shook her head. “No, she posted this morning. She let Chat know she would be hitting the dance floor again tonight.”

“I knew it,” I said.

“Knew what?” she asked.

“That you’d subscribed.”

“Of course. I told you I would do my best to assist you, and that felt like the most appropriate method. Have you not checked her feed?” She raised an eyebrow in a way that told me she definitely knew I’d spent time on Skye’s page.

I chose not to comment.

“By the way,” she added, “it turns out Nettie can’t handle champagne. We should stick strictly to beer in the future.”

Nettie raised her head and nodded at me; her expression told a tale of suffering and oppression.

“Shouldn’t have chugged it like that, my love,” I said to her.

She gave me a weak smile at my calling her my love, but then dropped right back into Grace’s lap.

“Cannot hold her booze,” I confided to Grace.

She just took another sip of her drink.

“Hey, Grace?” I said.

She turned her attention back to me and raised her eyebrows.

“While we wait for you know who to show up, I wanted to run something by you.”

“Okay, go ahead.”

“I was thinking about the space issue. I don’t know if going for sheer numbers is the best option, but it’s the one that makes sense to me right now. Can you think of a reason we shouldn’t just try to pad out our team?”

“It’s as viable an option as any.”

“Okay. Well, I was thinking, how hard do you think it would be for us to set up shop in the Woods Between?”

Nettie looked up at the question, visibly excited at the mention of the world where we first got together. Her face turned green quickly, though, and she lay back down.

“You’ve spent more time there than I have. What do you think?” Grace answered.

“I think it would be hard, and the logistics could be tricky. But we’d have space for any number of Leashes.”

“If it comes down to it, we can find another solution for the space problem, if that is your biggest argument for that course of action. My biggest against it would be that I can at this time transport only myself and three other people. It was two a week ago. So, if you continue obtaining Leashes, I might eventually be strong enough to transport a substantial number, but by then we will already have run into the problem we’d be trying to avoid. I could experiment with other methods, I suppose.”

“Okay, I had a feeling that might be the case. I just wanted to run it by you. Thanks for hearing me out.”

She bowed her head slightly. “I am relieved to hear you are considering options. Let’s both continue brainstorming. I have a few ideas that I would like to share, but not here. Perhaps later tonight or tomorrow? Back at home?”

“Sure. I’ll try to come up with a few more options, too. Schedule the meeting.” I gave her a smile, which she returned.

She had been smiling a lot lately, and it made me happy. Every one she turned in my direction, no matter how small, felt like a reward I’d earned for impressing her.

I felt a sudden burning in my chest. That old familiar reflux that told me a potential Leash was within range.

“She’s here,” I said.

Grace moved to put her glass down, but I stopped her. I pointed to Nettie and shrugged.

“Are you sure?” Grace asked.

“I got this,” I answered.

“You got this,” Nettie echoed, giving me a shaky thumbs up.

“Good luck,” Grace said, saluting me with her drink.

I steeled myself for the next bit. I’d never been amazing at talking to women in places like this. But I figured I would just start talking and hope it worked out. I was halfway to the stairs when I remembered she’d have her phone out streaming to the thousands of viewers in her chat.

I groaned. How was I going to do this? Could I bring up Leashers and Leashes in a way that only someone in the know would recognize? Was she even in the know?

I was saved from that particular dilemma by the sound of gunfire and panicked screaming.

My bonds with Lilly, Amber, and Fawn flared up in a way I hadn’t felt before. They were in danger.

I charged toward the railing to look down at the dance floor.

People were charging for the door, screaming and shoving each other.

A group of men in armor holding rifles and riot shields blocked the door.

The armor was angular and lined with blinking lights and dials. They wore helmets that were shaped like a short shark snout with glowing blue visors that I just knew had a built-in H.U.D.

One gunman stepped forward, his rifle still aimed at the ceiling where he’d fired. I was relieved to see no one had been shot yet.

The man rested his shield against his torso so he could move a hand to a button on the side of his helmet. His voice blared like he were talking into a megaphone. “Everyone in the center of the room, now.” His voice had the sharp abruptness of a career soldier or one of those guys that wanted to be a soldier but had to settle for being a cop.

In fact, everything about these guys put me in mind of a police force from a cyberpunk dystopia.

At his words, the men behind him leveled their guns at those trying to flee. The crowd still screamed but now ran in the other direction.

“No one’s leaving,” the man said. “Not until we find what we came for.”

The crowd tried to edge away from the gunmen, who were now marching forward into the building. But as they moved toward the back wall, a second column of the cyberpunk militia was already lined up against that wall, and they marched forward as well, until the crowd on the dance floor was penned in by the large shields and rifles.

I spotted my three Leashes in the center of the crowd. Lilly had reached out and taken Amber and Fawn’s hands. She was tensing up, likely ready to teleport the three of them away.

I just hoped the dudes with guns didn’t notice. The last thing I wanted was for them to fire because three of their hostages had vanished. Amber must have had the same thought, because she put a hand on Lilly’s shoulder and shook her head.

“We are looking for a man. American.” He pressed another button on his helmet, and an image of my face projected up into the air above the dancers.

Well, fuck.

I slowly shrank away from the railing. As I went, I saw movement at the bottom of the stairs, and another column of men was making its way up.

I glanced over at Grace and Nettie. Nettie had sat up and was shrinking inside her hoodie, while Grace was still casually drinking her champagne. I could feel the anxiety from both of them, though Grace’s was less.

She gave me a questioning look, and I immediately understood the question. “Are we going to do something about this?”

An image flashed in my mind of a clerk at a truck stop, and a trucker poking his head out of his cab. Both had been killed by a dragon that was after me and my Leashes.

No, I wasn’t going to let anyone get hurt because of me again. Especially not anyone who didn’t know the risks.

I nodded at Grace, and she waved her hands. I felt something happen to the mana pool inside me, the power source I used to summon my shields. It didn’t get bigger, but it swelled somehow. I knew my shields would be stronger. Grace had said buffing was her specialty.

I summoned an orb around Grace and Nettie, signaling them to stay put. Then, I threw a shield on the stairs a few steps above the approaching column.

I did some quick math. There were a lot of guys. No more than the Charles clones I’d fought in Ironwood’s tower, but these guys seemed better equipped.

So was I, though. To hell with the math. I was never a very good accountant, anyway. I vaulted over the balcony.

I formed a horizontal shield right below myself and moved it down toward the ground as quickly as I felt I could get away with.

There was confused shouting from the stairs as the cyberboys hit the wall I’d put in front of them.

As I was moving down, I formed four walls of shields between the panicked crowd and the gunmen. I would have liked a full-on dome, but I couldn’t quite get one that big, so I settled for multiple smaller options.

Someone saw me before I reached the ground. The guy shouted something while pointing at me with his rifle, and everyone within earshot spun around, aiming where he pointed. I put myself inside a sphere just in time. The invisible walls of the shield sparked from the burst of gunfire that the dozen men threw at me.

As my elevator-shield hit the ground, I didn’t dismiss it; instead, I moved it forward, launching me and my sphere of protection at the closest enemy.

He threw his riot shield up between us, still holding his gun over it and firing blindly. I struck his shield with my own.

My speed was enough that the impact lifted him off his feet and into the men behind him.

As they stumbled back, I formed shields behind their feet and pulled them fast toward me. They fell back, causing more of their friends to lose balance as well.

Lilly dropped from above, driving the points of her glowing daggers through the throats of two of the stumbling men.

Several of the soldiers panicked, aiming guns at the elf and firing. But she had already teleported away, so the bullets simply tore through the armor of the men she had stabbed.

She appeared behind the crowd of gunmen, slicing through another throat before anyone noticed she was there.

The crowd trapped inside my walls of shields were really losing it now, and I realized I had miscalculated. Sure, they were safe from bullets, but not from themselves. A throng of bodies trapped by invisible walls? Yeah, I’d fucked up.

“Lilly!” I shouted at the elf, and she teleported to my side immediately. She pressed right up against me inside my spherical shield. “We need to get everyone out of here somehow. They’re gonna trample each other.”

“Fawn and Amber are trying to calm everyone down, but I don’t think it is going to work. Do you want me to teleport people out?”

“Can you? How many can you get out at once?”

“I suppose we will find out.” She teleported away, leaving her scent behind.

I’d stopped moving for too long. The gunmen had surrounded me and locked themselves in place like a Roman legion with their riot shields.

Within the walls of my shields behind the soldiers, the screaming intensified. I hoped it was because Lilly had started teleporting people out, and not because some bullets had ricocheted from somewhere.

“Batons out!” One gunman shouted.

As one, the line of men nearest to me dropped their rifles, letting them hang from straps on their backs, and pulled out what looked like cattle prods. With the flick of a switch, they lit up with arching yellow lights.

I had a bad feeling about those.

Turns out I was right. One of them stabbed forward into my sphere, and the shield just wasn’t there anymore. It didn’t break like had happened before. That usually resulted in a splitting headache for half a second. No, it was just gone. I had a shield around me one second, then I had nothing.

More on instinct than anything, I focused on the platform I still had formed under my feet and launched myself upward.

Another cyberboy swung his baton. He missed me but struck the shield I was currently riding into the air.

It vanished beneath me. I’d been going fast enough that I still had some upward momentum. I quickly formed another platform beneath myself.

Unfortunately, I was still only about shoulder level for most of the goons, and they all stabbed or swung at me.

I jumped off my current platform, forming another where I was going to land. I made it a few hops that way before one of them wised up and stabbed their baton where I was about to land, and I felt the shield dissolve right before I fell to the ground.

Half a dozen of the men rushed around me, guns leveled at my face, shouting orders for me to put my hands up, or behind my back, or to “give it up, punk!”

Before I could react to any of the conflicting orders, a figure dashed into the circle of men.

There was a loud crack that could have been armor shattering, but could have just as likely been a spine breaking.

The newcomer was a dark-skinned man, about a head shorter than me, and twice as wide. He was wearing a silk shirt with a floral pattern that almost lost all its buttons as he dropped into a boxer’s stance.

“You okay, man?” he asked without looking at me.

I didn’t have time to answer before the five other baton-wielding psychos charged the guy.

“We got another one!” another of the gunmen shouted. The visor on his helmet was flashing red as he waved to get everyone’s attention.

I threw up a wall of shields between us and the men still waving around guns while my new friend handled the guys with batons.

He easily sidestepped the first stab, bringing his elbow down onto the arm holding the weapon. There was the unmistakable snap of bone, and the attacker dropped the stick.

“Name’s Miguel, by the way,” my rescuer said before uppercutting the guy with the broken arm.

The helmet splintered, and the dude flew back over his friends.

“Jamie,” I said, finally pushing myself to my feet.

“Hola,” he said before spinning a backhand into another of the men.

Another charged at me, and I just managed to lean back out of the way of his swing. I formed a small sphere and rammed it into his chest, sending him back into the invisible wall that was currently sparking with gunfire.

I summoned another sphere and smashed it down into the head of another attacker before they could ram their baton into the small of Miguel’s back. I’d thrown the shield a little harder than necessary. The helmet cracked on first impact, then split as he crashed into the cement floor of the club.

Miguel and I each took out one of the remaining men with batons before turning our attention to the shield wall.

“The elf teleporting people out of here one of your Leashes?” he asked me.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, a little surprised.

“What about the giant lady with the horns?” He pointed to the wall.

I followed the point and saw for the first time that Fawn had made her way out of my original shield wall and was wreaking havoc among the gunmen.

She was bleeding from multiple gunshot wounds, but the amount of blood on her arms told me she had dealt much worse than she’d been given.

“Yeah, she’s mine, too.”

“Hell yeah, man. She’s mine.” He pointed to the other end of the line of gunmen.

I almost thought it was Lilly for a moment, but realized that this elf had darker hair than Lilly. Fought the same, though. Two daggers burning with bronze sunlight.

The armored men had taken a little too long to realize there were potential threats in the crowd, and had suffered major losses before turning their weapons on the women.

“Should we help them out?” Miguel asked.

“Don’t gotta tell me twice,” I said. I summoned two shields around my hands and charged toward my wall.

“I like you, amigo! You’re crazy!” Miguel stomped down on a dropped riot shield, and it flipped up into the air. He caught it deftly and held it up enough to cover his face as he charged forward.

“Wanna drop that shield?” he asked.

I nodded, and I dropped the wall between us.

We timed it well enough that most of the men had turned their attention to the women that were wiping them out.

One turned in time to take my shield-enhanced punch and went down before he could even raise a gun.

Miguel struck the line riot shield first and threw several men back.

Now that there were fewer armored thugs between myself and the dance floor, I was relieved to see that Lilly had successfully teleported almost everyone away. As I watched, she reappeared, and the last handful of people rushed to her, eager for their turn to escape the chaos.

Her gaze lingered on the other elf, and I saw recognition there. I checked our bond and felt a mixture of pure joy and dread.

I didn’t need help interpreting it. She knew this elf. She was likely from the Glade. But Miguel was a Leasher. Which meant we were rivals in the game.

Which kind of sucked. I’d just met this guy, but I kind of liked him. And not just because he’d saved my life. Something about the way he called me amigo had endeared him to me.

He was currently wielding his riot shield like a club, sending men flying with every swing.

Fawn fought her way to my side, dropping low and grinning fiercely. “You are fighting well, my mate.”

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Just a few wounds,” she answered.

I threw up a shield between her and a charging gunman. This one had lost his gun somewhere and was holding a long knife. The blade struck the shield uselessly.

I dropped the shield so she could spear him through the throat with her right hand. She never looked away from me as she did it.

“Stronger every day, my mate,” she said.

“Jamie, amigo, you gotta introduce me to this vision,” Miguel slid up beside me, holding his riot shield up and catching a stray bullet that would have hit me.

“Maybe after we take care of these guys?” I offered.

“Okay, but you better.” He turned and winked at Fawn.

The fey tilted her head as she studied the man.

“I like him,” she said finally as he continued his march through the dwindling gunmen.

Lilly appeared at our side a moment later. She had a gash in her side that was bleeding profusely, but she was ignoring it as she stared at the other elf.

“Friend of yours?” I asked.

She nodded. “We grew up together.”

“I knew it,” I said.

“That must be her Leasher. Miguel Sanchez.”

“I guess so.” I glanced around, realizing for the first time that I hadn’t seen Amber since this started. “Where’s Amber?”

“I took her up by Nettie and Grace. She couldn’t transform, so I opted to get her to safety for now.”

“Thank you,” I said. “You should get yourself and Fawn up there. You both need healing.”

“What about you?” she demanded.

I threw up a shield just as another gunman charged with a baton. I kept the shield low, just about knee height. The man tripped. He was running fast enough that he flew forward with enough force that the nose of his shark snout helmet cracked against the cement. I formed another shield above him and slammed it into his head.

“I’ll be okay,” I told Lilly.

She conceded and took Fawn’s hand, teleporting them both upstairs.

I felt a familiar burning in my chest. I realized it had been there almost the entire time, but it was stronger now. She was closer.

I glanced around and spotted her. She was walking beside Miguel, who was working double time with his shield to keep her and himself free from bullet holes.

She walked as if she were just on the dance floor, hips swaying with exaggerated motion. “What do you think, Chat, how should we do it?” she held her phone in her left hand, camera still facing herself.

“Ay, Hermana, can you just do your thing?” Miguel asked.

“Sorry, Chat, no time for a poll, I guess.” Skye snapped thumb and middle finger on her right hand, and little neon lightning bolts appeared in the air around her.

And I don’t mean actual lightning. I mean the lightning you might see doodled in a kid’s notebook, but made of light.

She waved her hand toward a group of charging soldiers, and the bolts sped toward them.

When they struck, they had the effect of lightning. The men stopped in place, spasming from the electricity that arced between all of them, the electronics on their armor smoking and exploding.

“See you later, Chat,” Skye said. “Love you guys. I’ll fill you all in later.” She tapped the screen and slid the phone into a small purse hanging from her shoulder.

“Jamie, this is my sister, Ana,” Miguel said with a grin as they stepped up next to me. “Hey, where’d your ladies go?”

I was going to say something about waiting until we dealt with all the gunmen, but realized they were all down. Some were still groaning on the ground, but Miguel’s elf Leash was moving between them with her daggers and silencing them.

“I have a healer upstairs. I sent them to get fixed up,” I answered. I tried very hard not to stare at Skye. No, Ana. Of course, Skye was just a handle.

Ana was studying me. “Wait, I know you,” she said. “You were at the store yesterday. With some hot milf, yeah?”

“Where are they?” Miguel’s elf stepped up to us. “Your Leash. The elf. Where is she?” she demanded of me. She sounded almost desperate.

“Ay, Rosa, be polite. Jamie is a friend,” Miguel said.

The elf, Rosa, rounded on Miguel and tore into him in rapid Spanish. He put his hands up in a defensive posture.

Skye—Ana stepped up beside me to watch the argument. She leaned close enough to whisper a translation. “She’s saying something about how you’re a rival and a potential enemy. And he’s telling her you’re a friend, and doesn’t she want to see her old friend again? She’s calling him some really nasty stuff in Español now. She was so shy and proper when she first showed up. He’s a bad influence on her.”

Before their argument could carry on anymore, Lilly appeared beside me.

Rosa spun at the sudden scent of wildflowers. Her eyes—the same green as Lilly’s, I noticed—were already tearing up.

She spoke in the lilting birdsong language of The Glade, and rushed Lilly, arms open. Lilly responded in kind, tears spilling down her cheeks.

“That your old lady?” Ana asked me.

“One of them,” I answered.

“Interesting,” she said.


10




We decided the touching reunion should probably happen somewhere authorities with guns and questions were unlikely to show up.

Luckily, Lilly had enough juice left to teleport us away.

There had been zero casualties as far as the other club attendees were concerned. Jorge and the other bouncers were in the alley with the few people who were injured, making sure they were okay and waiting with them until ambulances could arrive.

We left before anyone who might ask questions showed up.

Lilly teleported the eight of us, our group and Miguel, Rosa, and Ana, to the parking lot where Grace had parked our van.

As soon as we landed amidst that wildflower smell, Lilly collapsed into me. “Sorry,” she said. “I think I am at my limit.”

“Sorry, Lilly,” I said, hugging her tightly. “I asked a lot of you tonight.”

She grinned up at me. “It’s okay. I’m glad you wanted me to save people.”

“Yeah, my guy,” Amber said. “Proud of you. You too, babes.” She winked at Lilly.

Nettie gagged next to me, doubling over and dry heaving.

“Let’s get you sitting down, lady,” Amber said. Taking Nettie’s arm and detaching her from me. Fawn took Nettie’s other arm, and the two led her away toward the van.

Rosa stepped over and pulled Lilly away from me, continuing their conversation in Elvish.

Miguel and his sister stepped up beside me, one on each side. The burning in my chest intensified every time Ana came closer.

“They look real happy to see each other, huh?” Miguel said, grinning at the two elf women.

I nodded my agreement.

“Excuse me,” Grace spoke up. “What was your name again?” she asked Miguel.

He bowed, taking her hand and kissing it. “Miguel Sanchez, ma’am, at your service.”

Grace raised an eyebrow and glanced at me. “I could get used to this. Why don’t you show this sort of deference, Mr. Beckett?”

“Damn, man,” Ana whispered to me. “The milf wants you.”

“What?” I said.

“Señor Sanchez,” Grace said, taking her hand back somewhat reluctantly, “you are a Leasher.” It was not a question.

“I am, Señorita. And you are leashed to my friend Jamie?”

“I am.”

He held a hand to his chest and let out a mournful cry. “Ah, why must the world be so cruel?”

Grace grinned at the performance, but pushed passed it. “How long have you been in the country? I should have been able to detect you.”

“Detect me?” he asked.

“Grace can use magic,” I said. “She has a spell that detects Leashers.”

“I do. A very effective one. Or so I thought. How did I not find you already?”

“Ah, probably has something to do with Tío.”

“Tío? Your uncle?” Grace asked.

“Not really. That’s just what we call him.”

“Should you really be telling them all this?” Ana asked. “Aren’t you supposed to fight other Leashers?”

“Pf, fuck that noise, man,” Miguel said.

Rosa and Lilly both spun on him. Rosa shouted in Spanish and Lilly in English.

I could only understand Lilly, obviously. “The Game of Chains cannot be ignored, Mr. Sanchez. Even if you are bonded to my dear friend, we cannot pretend the game is not real.”

Miguel didn’t flinch this time. He stared the two women down and asked, “So, you want us to kill each other? Want to kill your childhood best friend?” His voice was ice as he said it.

“Yeah, fuck that,” I agreed. “Miguel saved my ass back there. There’s gotta be an option that doesn’t include us fighting, right?”

“You would have been fine,” Miguel said. “But, yeah. We need a nonviolent option. I’ve killed enough asshole Leashers. But I’m not killing a guy that does all that to save people he doesn’t even know.”

The two elves looked at each other, frustration plain. Through our bond, I could sense the conflict in Lilly. She really didn’t want to have to fight Rosa, but she didn’t see another option.

“We’re not fighting,” I said, putting as much authority as I could into it. “That’s final.”

Lilly glared at me, but her expression broke after a moment. “Okay.”

Rosa glared at Miguel, challenging him to take the same tone with her. He didn’t.

He said something in Spanish, his voice soft and tender. Her face crumbled, and she nodded.

Ana leaned in closer again to whisper a translation. “He called her some really sappy things in Español. Then basically just repeated what you said, but without that sexy I’m the man tone you used.”

“Sexy?” I asked.

She winked before moving back out of whisper distance.

“I am sorry for interrupting,” Grace said, “but I really would appreciate hearing more about this Tío.”

Miguel glanced at Rosa. The elf nodded after a long deliberation.

He grinned. “Gracias, mi amor.” He turned to Grace. “Tío is my second Leash. He’s a dungeon core.”

Lilly exclaimed something in Elvish, turning back to Rosa and excitedly chirping at her. Rosa responded in kind. She said something that made Lilly blush red and shake her head.

Rosa patted Lilly on the shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“We were supposed to bring gifts for our Leashers. Rosa found a dungeon core for Miguel. All I found for you was a book, but the wargs that attacked me destroyed all my supplies, so I could not bring it for you.”

“That’s okay,” I said, moving over and pulling her into a hug. She rested her head on my chest. I could feel the shame in the bond. “You gave me you. That’s more than enough.”

“A dungeon core?” Grace asked, ignoring everyone else.

“Sí.”

“How would that protect you from my spell?” Grace asked.

Miguel shrugged. “Don’t know. But that’s the only thing I can think of.”

“It creates a pocket dimension,” Ana said, stepping up to her brother and resting an elbow on his shoulder. “Can you track stuff in other dimensions?”

Grace didn’t answer, just put a finger to her lips thoughtfully. She looked at me. “Is your order final, Mr. Beckett? Are we considering Señor Sanchez a friend?”

“Yes, Grace.”

I actually felt relief through our bond.

“Very good. Señor Sanchez, could I meet this Tío of yours?”

“Please call me Miguel. No beautiful woman should ever call me Señor.”

There was a flash of amusement from Grace and I suddenly felt myself feeling a little jealous. That caused a quick flash of satisfaction from Grace, and I decided I didn’t like the feedback loop, so I tried not to focus on it.

Ana said something to her brother in Spanish, and he nodded.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I’m gonna call our abuelita, let her know we’re bringing some friends over,” she answered.

She pulled out her phone and walked a few paces away. I couldn’t help but notice the disgusting amount of unread notifications on the screen for the brief time I could see it.

Amber returned from the van. She eyed Ana suspiciously. She must have seen her whispering to me.

She stepped up to me, giving Lilly a pat on the head.

“What’s going on?” she asked me.

“We decided not to fight each other,” I said.

“That was an option?” she asked.

I nodded. “How’s Nettie?”

“That girl cannot hold her booze. She’s okay, though. Fawn is singing her a song of the Wood, apparently. She passed out pretty quick.”

“How are you doing?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Sorry I couldn’t transform. What if it was a one-time thing?” she asked. Her voice was even, but I could feel the panic through our bond.

“It wasn’t. And even if it was, that’s okay.”

“It will not be a singular event,” Lilly spoke up from her spot pressed into my chest.

“Yeah?” Amber asked.

Lilly nodded against me. “We will just need to find your transformation trigger. Whatever it might be.”

Rosa asked Lilly something in their native language, and Lilly responded.

Rosa’s eyes opened wide in shock, and she stared at Amber in awe.

“Hi,” Amber said, waving at the other elf.

Lilly said something else, pointing toward the van where Nettie and Fawn were waiting for us.

Rosa’s eyes opened even wider, and she now stared at me with open awe.

“What?” I asked.

“Since we have decided we will not compete against Miguel and his Leashes, I felt it was safe to share some information about your Leashes with Rosa,” Lilly said.

Amber snorted. “Share? Babes, you were bragging. She just told Rosa I’m a magical girl and probably that Fawn is a Fey of the Wood.”

“She did tell me those things,” Rosa said. “You speak the language of the Glade?”

“No, I just know Lilly, and could tell she was bragging.”

Lilly’s ears turned red, but she didn’t deny the accusation.

Ana returned, putting her phone back in her purse. She nodded to her brother.

“All right, amigos, who likes horchata?”

“I fucking love horchata,” I said.

He grinned. “I knew we’d be good friends. Our abuelita makes the best horchata.” He glanced at Grace. “Ready to meet Tío?”

❖

We followed Miguel and Ana to their home. Miguel drove an old, beat-up sedan made by a brand I’d never heard of before, and we followed in the shuttle bus Grace called her van.

Miguel led us outside of town, farther inland than our own place. I felt guilty about our beach house when I saw the humble homes that littered the landscape here.

It was well past midnight, but I noticed there were still people awake in the neighborhood. One house had a kiddie pool filled with ice, and a handful of men sat around it in lawn chairs drinking beer.

They saluted Miguel as he drove past and studied us suspiciously.

Miguel pulled into a narrow driveway in front of a small, one-story home. Miguel climbed out of the driver’s seat and pointed to a spot on the road for us.

Grace parked the car and turned to consider me. “And you are sure we will not be fighting him or his Leashes?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

Lilly reached up from the back and put a hand on my arm. “I appreciate you doing this for me, Jamie. But I don’t know whether we will be able to avoid conflict. The gods want competition.”

“I’m not really doing this for you, Lil. But I definitely don’t want to see you and Rosa fight. You shouldn’t have to do that. And I can tell Miguel doesn’t want that, either.”

“You just met the guy, and you trust him that much?” Amber asked.

I shrugged. “Yeah. Dude seems cool.”

“I sense nothing duplicitous about this Miguel Sanchez,” Fawn offered.

“You can sense that?” I asked.

“I always know when humans are lying, yes.”

“Huh, we should definitely take advantage of that more.”

“Would you mind putting your glasses back on, Fawn?” Grace said. “We don’t wish to frighten Mr. Sanchez’s old grandmother.”

Fawn made a sound between an exasperated sigh and an irritated bleat, but she returned her sunglasses to her face.

We piled out of the van and followed Miguel and Ana to the front door.

The prospect of meeting new people had panicked Nettie, who was mostly sober now, so she was at her customary spot at my side.

Before Miguel reached the door, it swung open, and a giant of a woman stepped out. She stood a little over six feet and was built like an Amazon. Her skin was bronzed from the sun, and her silver hair was tied back in a loose braid.

She rushed over to Miguel, bending down and nuzzling his face with hers. She froze and looked up over him at us. Her yellow eyes glowed in the dark. “Who’s that?” she demanded, her voice gruff and angry. Her braid almost looked like it was fluffing up like an angry cat’s tail.

“They’re friends, Kyra,” Miguel said, running a hand up and down her bare arms. She calmed down a little at that, but still glared at us as we approached.

I realized as we got closer that, along with the glowing yellow eyes, she also had a pair of pointed, fur-covered ears poking out the top of her head. They were the same silver color as her hair and were topped with black fur.

“Oh my God,” Amber whispered excitedly into my ear. “Wolf girl!”

“Amigos, this is Kyra. She’s my Leash.” Miguel introduced each of us to Kyra, who had wrapped her arms around the man protectively and was glaring at each of us as Miguel gave our names. Her ears were back, and her already bushy tail was puffed out to unrealistic levels of fluffiness.

Miguel led us inside, the wolf girl still clinging to him like both their lives depended on it.

Through the door was a small room that barely fit all of us. Every wall was covered with framed pictures. I recognized Miguel and Ana in almost every image. They documented early childhood until recently. There was even a picture of Miguel with Rosa and Kyra, one woman on each arm, all three grinning widely.

“Abuelita?” Miguel called.

“Niño?” a weak voice answered from the next room over.

We followed Miguel into a tightly packed kitchen. An elderly woman was sitting at the small table. She was wearing a pink bathrobe over a white nightgown.

Miguel bent down and kissed the woman on the head. He moved his face close to her ear and spoke in Spanish. He pointed to each of us and named us.

She grinned and nodded with each name.

She said something to all of us, and I felt guilty for never actually learning any Spanish despite taking years worth of it in school.

“She says welcome to our home,” Ana translated for us. “And she wants to know if any of you are hungry.”

I was about to insist we were all fine, but my stomach betrayed me. I hadn’t eaten in a while.

Everyone in the room glanced at the source of the whale call. Even Abuelita, who seemed slightly hard of hearing, had heard it. She grinned widely and shakily rose from her seat.

“No, really, I’m okay,” I insisted.

“Too late, man. Better sit down.” Miguel laughed as he pulled a seat out and beckoned me to take it.

“While Mr. Beckett forces your grandmother to cook for him, would you be able to introduce me to Tío?” Grace asked.

“Sure. Are you okay with that, Jamie?” Miguel asked.

I really wanted to meet Tío, but I figured I could after I ate. I realized as I watched the old woman shuffling around the kitchen pulling items from cupboards, I was not getting out of eating something.

She glanced over her shoulder and asked Miguel something. He nodded before asking if anyone else was hungry.

Fawn took a seat next to me. “I would be honored to partake of a meal prepared by Abuelita.”

Kyra was circling the table, trying to get closer to Fawn, her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Kyra,” Miguel said.

The wolf girl stopped, looking slightly guilty, and moved away from Fawn.

“I’m not hungry, but I’ll stay with Jamie,” Nettie offered.

“I definitely want to meet Tío,” Amber said.

“As do I,” Lilly chimed in.

“You guys go ahead,” I said. “We’ll catch up.”

Miguel looked at his sister. Ana rolled her eyes.

“Fine. I’ll bring them down after they eat.” She took the last chair at the table. “I could eat anyway.” She raised her voice slightly and said something to her grandmother, who waved a dismissive hand at the woman.

I translated that to mean, “Of course you’re hungry.”

Miguel led everyone else out of the room.

“Be honest, Ana, how much are we missing by not meeting Tío?” I asked.

She shrugged. “You’ll get to meet him later. So, not that much.”

Abuelita worked quickly; before long, the four of us each had a stack of rolled corn tortillas stuffed with way too much cheese—which meant the perfect amount—and a spicy shredded beef. Along with a couple of bowls of different salsas. It was delicious.

Ana directed us to avoid one of the salsa bowls. “Unless you can actually handle spice,” she said. “No offense.”

Fawn dipped a finger in the salsa and sniffed it before tasting it. She grinned widely and poured a healthy portion onto her plate.

“I take it back,” Ana said.

I tried some and immediately coughed.

Ana laughed as Abuelita made a concerned tutting sound as she placed a large glass of horchata in front of me. She pointed at it urgently and mimed drinking it for me.

“Gracias,” I choked out before chugging half the glass. “Damn, that’s really good.”

The old woman grinned at my obvious pleasure. She scanned the table to make sure everyone was eating, then she slowly lowered herself back into her seat.

She grabbed one of the rolled tortillas from Ana’s plate and dipped it in the liquid fire and ate it in two bites.

She asked something in Spanish, and Ana translated for us. “How is it?”

“Bueno. Muy bueno,” I said, using what little Spanish I did remember.

Abuelita grinned at my attempt and nodded. She leaned over to Ana and asked something else. Her gaze was moving from me to Fawn to Nettie and back.

Ana answered through a mouthful of cheese and beef.

The old woman’s smile widened, and she looked back at me with an approving look.

“What’s that?” I asked Ana.

“She was asking if you’re like Miguel.”

“If I’m a Leasher?”

“Yup.”

“You told her I was?”

“Mhm,” she answered between bites.

“She seems happy about that.”

She turned to her grandmother and asked something. The old woman maintained her huge grin and elbowed Ana suggestively.

Ana sighed and turned back to me. “I wouldn’t worry about it. She just has ideas.”

“She wishes to know if you’re going to bond Ana,” Fawn said. She’d finished licking up the last of the salsa from her plate.

“You speak Spanish?” I asked.

“Not one word. But I understand it.”

Ana sighed again. “She’s worried I’ll die single.”

“Do you wish to let Jamie Bond you?” Fawn asked.

Ana met my eyes. I could feel her studying me. Judging me.

I felt myself flush slightly under that scrutiny.

“I have a feeling Jamie wouldn’t be able to leash me,” Ana said finally.

“Why’s that?” Nettie asked, barely audible over the silence of the room.

Ana just smiled. “You guys done eating? I can take you to meet Tío.”
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The house was smaller than I’d realized when we’d first arrived. There were two bedrooms and one bathroom besides the front entry and the kitchen.

From outside I’d been able to tell there wasn’t a basement, so I was a little surprised when Ana led us to a door in the home’s one hallway that held a set of stairs going down.

In retrospect, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I was at least vaguely familiar with the concept of a dungeon core. I’d read some books, and Ana had said it created something like a pocket dimension.

“Miguel and his girls live in the dungeon,” Ana said, as she started down the stairs. “Abuelita and I use the house.”

The stairs had the same carpet and wallpaper as the rest of the house, and went down much farther than I expected.

“Am I hearing waves?” I asked.

As the bottom of the stairs came into view, the sound of waves on a shore was audible.

Ana nodded. “Yup. Miguel loves the beach.”

I stepped off the bottom step, and my foot sank into warm, soft sand.

The four of us were standing on a beach.

I turned around to look back up the stairs. The doorway that held the stairs sat alone, with no walls, in the middle of a stretch of sand. It was more than a little surreal.

Everywhere I looked I just saw a beach. It actually looked more like a sandbar. In front of and behind the stairway door there was water stretching as far as I could see. To the left and right of the door, it was just sand and the occasional collection of palm trees.

From somewhere there was even light that looked and felt remarkably like natural sunlight filling the endless space.

Off to one side I saw a small bamboo hut with a pair of palm trees out front. A hammock hung between the trees.

Amber was lounging in the hammock, a cocktail of some kind in her hand. She waved at us with the umbrella laden glass.

Miguel was sitting in a beach chair, an open cooler box next to him. He mimed Amber’s wave with his beer.

“How was the food?” he asked me as we got close enough.

“Great,” I said.

Nettie was clinging to my arm again, studying the endless space. “It almost feels like the Wood,” she said.

“Not at all,” Fawn said. “I think I can understand why you may feel that way, but it is not The Woods Between.”

Fawn was right. It felt nothing like the liminal world we’d spent so much time in. But I also understood what Nettie meant. We weren’t in our world anymore. Not really. That’s what felt different.

“Where’s everyone else?” I asked.

My question was answered for one of the others when the wolf girl, Kyra, bounded out of the water and charged the distance to slide between me and Miguel.

Her thin tank top was now completely transparent, but I was too distracted by the way she shook herself dry before growling at me. Her ears moved back and her tail tried its best to puff out again, but was still too wet to do so.

“Kyra,” Miguel said softly. “Friends, remember?”

Kyra eyed me suspiciously before nodding and dropping to a seated position and resting her head in Miguel’s lap. He idly scratched behind one of her ears and she let out a pleased whine.

“Lilly and Rosa are inside catching up. Señorita Grace is talking with Tío.”

“The dungeon core?” I asked.

“Yup.”

“It can talk?” I asked.

“Sure can.”

“You guys good?” Ana asked.

“Yeah. Thanks for your help,” I said.

“Cool. I’m heading to bed. Been a long day. Night, Hermano.”

“Buenas noches, Hermana.”

Ana hiked back to the door and started on her way up. She did glance back one more time to give me another weighing glance.

“What was that about?” Miguel asked. “Haven’t seen her look at anyone like that in a while.”

“Like what?” I asked as I settled into the sand. I kept my distance, since I could just tell Kyra wanted to rip one of my hands off and just needed the excuse to do it.

Miguel narrowed his eyes suspiciously and then broke into a laugh. “Oh, shit, you want to leash her, huh?”

Fawn, who had made her way to inspect the hammock Amber was in, turned at the question. “Your abuelita suggested it. But I also think it would be a fine idea.”

“Oh?” Miguel glanced at Fawn. “Think so?”

Fawn nodded, while Amber just shrugged and took another sip of her drink. “We’re currently expanding our numbers, yes,” my old friend answered.

“Why didn’t you leash her?” I asked.

Miguel looked at me as though I had suggested the most abhorrent thing possible. He then looked confused at my confusion.

“Would you leash your sister?”

“I don’t have a sister,” I answered.

He let out an exasperated sigh. “Pretend you do. Would you?”

“I guess it might be weird being able to sense your sibling’s emotions like that, but she seems powerful. Wouldn’t having her bonded to you be a net positive?”

“What were the conditions for bonding all your girls, if I can ask?” Miguel asked.

“Lilly fed me bread and salt. Amber and I made a pact when we were kids,” Amber saluted with her drink again. “Nettie just needed a kiss.” I left out the aftermath of that kiss. “Fawn, well, um⁠—”

“He mated with me,” Fawn answered for me.

“Yeah, that. And Grace basically had me sign a contract. Then my gargoyles I just had to beat in three v one combat. Nothing too crazy.”

“You have gargoyles, too? So cool.”

“You have a dungeon!” I countered. “How’d you bond Tío? And the others, of course. I assume Rosa had you eat some bread and salt, too.”

“No. I fucked them. All of them. That was the condition.”

“Even Tío?” Nettie asked, shocked by the implication.

“Good point. No, Tío was a gift from Rosa, and the two of us just had to clear him once. About as close to fucking a dungeon as you can get.”

“Clear him?” Nettie asked.

“I’m guessing we’re talking game rules here,” I said.

“Yeah. Tío can create anything he wants in his domain. He was pretty small, but he’s gotten bigger as we’ve all gotten stronger. So it was a couple floors filled with weak monsters and a boss battle. If you’ve ever played any RPG, you’d get it.”

“Huh, okay,” Nettie said.

“But only Fawn required fucking?” Miguel asked, amazed at that.

Nettie had already been blushing, but Miguel’s question deepened the crimson. He didn’t fail to notice, but said nothing.

“But that’s your sister’s requirement,” I said, finally understanding the disgusted look he’d given me.

“On stream,” he added.

“Oh.” That explained her declaration that I probably wouldn’t be able to do it.

“Does your abuelita know that?” Fawn asked.

She had moved closer and had seated herself in the sand directly in front of Miguel.

Kyra was straining herself not to move away. Her nose was wrinkled, and the hair of her wet braid was standing up, like the hackles of a dog.

Miguel looked scandalized. “We do not discuss such things with our abuela,” he said.

“I see, because she very much seemed to approve of Jamie as a Leasher, and she did mention that he looked as though he could handle himself in bed.”

“What?” I asked.

“Qué?” Miguel asked.

Before Fawn could expound on anything, the ground shook. A few paces from Fawn, closer to the water, a square hole opened up and stone steps rose to the lip of the opening.

A few moments later, Grace climbed out of the ground. She scanned the beach, checking her still perfectly in place bun when she saw me.

“How did it go?” Miguel asked.

“It was very informative. We are in your debt, Señor Sanchez,” she said.

“Not at all. Happy to help,” he insisted.

“No, seriously, Miguel,” I said. “I’m glad you didn’t want to fight, but why are you being so helpful? Not that I’m complaining. Seriously, glad we’re not fighting.”

He just shrugged. “I told you. You jumped down to save all those people. I froze. Wanted to do something, but didn’t know what. You just took care of it. Consider this me saying gracias.”

“I’m thrilled you’re both such good boys,” Grace said.

Miguel looked flustered at that, and I felt my face flush slightly.

Grace turned her full attention to me. “I hate to presume anything, Mr. Beckett, but it is very late. I think it would be wise to return home before sunrise. I’m sure your new Leashes would feel better if their lord came home safely before they turned to stone again.”

“Gargoyles,” Miguel whispered in awe.

“Good call,” I said, pushing myself up. “Thank you again, Miguel.”

“Lilly, babes, we’re heading out!” Amber shouted into the hut.

Lilly and Rosa exited the building. They embraced one more time before Lilly teleported to my side, clasping the arm opposite of Nettie’s.

“Ready?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Don’t be strangers, yeah?” Miguel said. “I gave Amber my number for you, so if you ever just wanna hang, we can crack open a few cervezas, talk Leasher shit. You know, whatever.”

“I’d like that.”

“Aw, Jamie made a friend,” Amber said, moving behind me and pulling me, Lilly, and Nettie into a hug. “So cute.”

❖

I woke the next morning much earlier than I wanted after sleeping much less than I needed.

Lilly and Nettie had both crawled into bed with me immediately. We’d all been too exhausted to do anything but sleep. Lilly, who didn’t usually need sleep, had even managed a few hours.

I’d stared up at the dark ceiling of my room, thinking.

Who were those new dudes with guns? Why did they look like something out of a sci-fi movie? And why the hell had they been looking for me? Were they working for another Leasher? Was another rich asshole after me? Too many questions and not enough brainpower to answer them myself.

I’d also spent time thinking about my Leashes and our plans going forward. If we could get ourselves a dungeon like Miguel’s, I wouldn’t have to worry about making room for everyone if I kept recruiting.

And speaking of recruiting, there was Ana. I did not like the idea of having sex with anyone on stream, but was there another way to bond the woman? I spent a good chunk of my ceiling-staring-time thinking about her.

Eventually, I managed to fall asleep.

When I woke up, it was to a still sleeping Nettie, hugging my arm. And a very awake Lilly sucking my dick.

When she noticed I was awake, she slowly slid me out of her mouth and put a finger in front of her lips, urging me to stay quiet, a playful grin on her face. Then she went right back to work.

I fought back the urge to moan as she flicked under the head with her tongue. But she was too good. I let out a sharp gasp as she attempted to remove my soul through my cock.

At my side, Nettie stirred. She blinked awake, her eyes finding mine. She gave me a tired smile before settling in tighter against my chest.

For a moment I thought she might fall back asleep without noticing what Lilly was doing. But a heartbeat later she opened her eyes again and stared at the elf.

Lilly stared back, mouth still wrapped firmly around me. She pulled up slowly, my fully erect dick appearing with a wet pop.

“Oh,” Nettie’s face was bright red as her gaze drifted from Lilly to my cock. “You don’t have to stop for me, Lilly,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to.” Lilly stretched over me toward Nettie.

As she rose, I noticed she’d taken her top off. One of her perfect raspberry nipples clipped the tip of my dick as she crawled over me.

She took Nettie’s hand and had her sit up. There was disappointment plain on Nettie’s face. She clearly thought Lilly was going to kick her out of the room.

Instead, the elf lifted Nettie’s loose t-shirt up over her head, revealing her breasts. Her dark nipples were already peaked with arousal.

Lilly straddled me, and I realized she’d completely undressed. She was warm and slick against me.

She cupped Nettie’s face and studied the other woman before leaning in and giving Nettie a gentle kiss on one cheek. “My master really loves you,” she said. “The two of you have been through a lot together. Nettie, would you share him with me?”

Nettie somehow blushed deeper, but she nodded her head excitedly. “I would love that, Lilly.”

Lilly took both of Nettie’s hands and guided her so they were both straddling me, facing each other.

“What should I do?” Nettie asked Lilly.

The elf was slowly sliding herself backward, back down toward my dick. She glanced from Nettie to me and gave me another playful smile. “I think our master can figure that out.”

And she was right. I knew what Nettie liked. And luckily, it was something I enjoyed, too.

I grabbed Nettie by the thighs and pulled her back toward my face.

“Ah, Jamie!” she let out in surprise as she fell forward. She caught herself and gasped again. “Oh! What are you… Oh,” she practically purred and melted down into me as I pulled her panties to the side and spread her pussy open.

“That’s my master,” Lilly said. She ran a hand up Nettie’s back as the other woman writhed in pleasure as I licked her.

Lilly had moved far enough back that Nettie was fully stretched out over me. She was gasping with pleasure, her face buried in my waist.

Lilly took my dick in her hand and stroked it a few times before she turned Nettie’s face toward it. “Here, Nettie,” she said.

Nettie opened her mouth and took my dick without complaint. She wasn’t a big fan of blowjobs, but she was quick to follow instructions when they were given.

“Like this?” Nettie asked from around my shaft.

“Just like that.” I felt Lilly shift against me again, moving farther down.

I let out a surprised gasp of my own as the elf started to play with my balls.

She had one hand wrapped in Nettie’s hair and was moving her head up and down over my cock in perfect rhythm as she teased and sucked.

Nettie pushed against Lilly’s hand and the elf released her grip, letting the other woman up for air.

“Lilly, ah,” Nettie did her best to speak through her gasps of pleasure. “Oh shit, that feels good. Lilly, ah, you should feel good, too. Hmm.”

“If that’s what you want, Nettie,” Lilly said.

“I do. Oh my God, yes, right there, just like that, Jamie. Oh, you should ride him, Lilly. Put his cock inside you, right now,” Nettie said, almost demanding.

Nettie pushed herself up, her back arching just enough to make room for Lilly to move over me. As she shifted, she pushed her backside tighter against my face.

“Ah, sorry,” she breathed. She tried to move forward again, but I held her in place as I moved my tongue around her opening. “Oh, fuck,” she hissed.

She fell forward again, but Lilly caught her. She allowed Nettie to rest her face on her shoulder as she lowered herself over me.

She let out a slow, satisfied moan as she took me in to the base. It felt incredible. No matter the situation, being inside Lilly just made me feel safe. I couldn’t even really describe it. All the women I slept with felt incredible. Warm and soft and perfect. But there was just something about being inside Lilly.

Nettie wrapped her arms around Lilly as the elf moved up and down.

I did my best to hold Nettie in place as she bounced with Lilly. Both women were moaning and gasping now. I’d thought I’d been fully erect already, but the sounds of both of them, the smell and taste of Nettie, and the warm embrace of Lilly’s walls pushed me beyond that.

Above me, the women hugged each other, faces pressed into shoulder or chest, as they moaned in unison.

“Nettie,” Lilly whispered through her breathy gasps. “Thank you for taking such good care of my master.”

“You always protect him, ah ah ah, so much. You don’t need to—oh my—thank me at all.”

Nettie placed a hand on each side of Lilly’s face and pulled the elf in for a deep kiss.

Nettie cut off the kiss with a loud scream of pleasure. “Right there!” she shouted. “Just like that. Oh God, Jamie. Keep going. More, more.”

I maintained my pace until she spasmed against my face.

Her entire body tensed before the full release, and she collapsed into Lilly again before rolling off me.

Lilly didn’t let her lie down, though. She pulled her up next to her and continued to kiss her.

I watched from my back as the two went at it. Lilly was still riding me, and it felt as incredible as ever, but now I got to watch as their tongues darted in and out, and as Lilly bit Nettie’s bottom lip, as Nettie pressed her bare tits against Lilly, hungry for more.

Nettie moved from Lilly’s mouth to her tits. She cupped one of Lilly’s breasts and popped the raspberry nipple in her mouth.

Lilly threw her head back and let out a long moan of pleasure as Nettie gently bit the nipple.

With her other hand, Nettie found Lilly’s clit.

The elf let out a surprised gasp before giggling and pulling Nettie’s face back up for another long kiss.

Nettie returned the kiss, using one hand to tease Lilly’s nipple, while she continued to rub the elf’s clit.

I wrapped a hand around Nettie’s waist, just needing to feel her soft, warm skin. She sighed at the touch, pulling back from Lilly long enough to glance at me over her shoulder. Her eyes were lidded, and her face was so flushed it was almost purple. She was the perfect embodiment of lust.

Both she and Lilly were breathing heavily, though Lilly’s was a little more intense, the breaths coming in time with her movement on my cock.

“She’s almost there, Jamie,” Nettie told me. “Can you feel how she’s tightening around you?”

I could.

“I’m so close, Master,” Lilly agreed. “Please, please, oh Master, please.”

Nettie dropped, replacing her hand with her mouth at Lilly’s clit. She lapped out with her tongue, catching Lilly with every bounce.

“Oh, oh, oh,” Lilly said with every motion.

Then she tightened. Her walls wrapped me so tightly I thought I might finish right there. She spasmed, her thighs shaking against me as she threw her head back. “Yes, yes, oh fuck, yes!”

Before I could cum, Nettie guided Lilly to roll off of me before wrapping her mouth around my cock, slick with Lilly’s juices.

I came as soon as her lips closed around me.

She made a satisfied sound before pulling back, slowly grating her teeth against my shaft as she lifted.

I groaned at that.

She looked at me and opened her mouth, giving me a view of the jizz-free tongue. She did love to swallow.

“That was nice,” Lilly said, stretching like a cat before lounging back next to me in the bed.

She took Nettie’s hand and guided her back down between the two of us.

Lilly gently cupped Nettie’s breasts as she hummed contentedly to herself.

“That was nice,” Nettie echoed.

“Yeah, it was,” I agreed.

I fell asleep again to the soft giggles of the girls as they continued to explore each other. I was almost jealous of their getting that experience for the first time.
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It was Amber’s turn to make breakfast that morning. I’d never really known her to do much cooking, but something she was good at was breakfast. Especially the greasy, perfect for a hangover type of breakfast.

Lilly, Nettie, and I walked into the kitchen to find a stack of massive breakfast burritos waiting for us.

“Morning, sluts,” Amber said, addressing all three of us by saluting with a spatula.

Fawn was already seated on a stool at the kitchen island. It looked small and uncomfortable under her larger frame, but she seemed content as she hummed to herself through a mouthful of burrito. She had taken to wearing her barely-there bikini top and shorts around the house.

“How long have you been up?” I asked. Just like Nettie the day before, Amber had cut no corners with her breakfast. I saw fried potatoes, bacon, sausage, chorizo, eggs, and a whole line-up of salsas and other toppings.

“Long enough, my man,” she winked as she slapped a wrapped burrito onto a plate and slid it over to me. “That one is egg, bacon, and chorizo. Some guac, sour cream, and some medium spice salsa for the man of the house.” Her tone was only slightly mocking, which I appreciated.

I was halfway through my second burrito when Grace entered. I’d seen her pre-makeup before, but today was different.

Her knot was only half done. Half of her dark hair spilled down her back. Her eyes were red and had black circles under them. Her glasses rested on the edge of her nose, threatening to fall off. Her red silk nightgown was falling off one shoulder, and she was missing one of her fluffy pink slippers.

She blinked wearily at all of us, almost confused at the presence of other people in her kitchen. She said nothing as she pulled a mug from the stack next to the coffee machine and robotically began making herself a cup.

“Hungry, Ma’am?” Amber asked. She was watching from her seat at the counter with the rest of us.

Grace made a sound that was half zombie groan.

Amber rose and assembled a burrito for the woman.

Once her coffee was ready, Grace picked up the mug in one hand and the plate with her burrito in the other. She leaned over and gave Amber a kiss on the cheek before shambling back out of the kitchen toward her room.

Amber’s cheeks turned bright red, and she held a hand to where Grace had kissed her. “What was that?” she asked all of us.

“Lucky,” I said, elbowing her gently. “Your crush gave you a kiss.”

“What? She’s not my crush,” Amber said, a dumb grin spreading over her face.

“Think she’s okay?” Nettie asked.

“She will be fine after some rest,” Fawn assured her. “She has not slept fully for several nights now.”

“She hasn’t?” I asked. “Did she say something to you?”

Fawn tilted her head. “No, not with words. I can just tell. In the same way I can tell you also did not sleep well last night. What troubles you, my mate?”

“These two keep you up all night?” Amber asked, giving Lilly and Nettie a playful jab each.

“We were very respectful of Jamie’s rest,” Lilly insisted. “He really did just lie there awake for hours with zero interference from either of us.”

“You were awake?” Nettie asked. She had passed out almost immediately.

“You were awake?” I asked Lilly.

She shrugged. “I only needed an hour to heal fully. I watched you the rest of the night.”

“Feels like a waste of a good night,” I said to Lilly before turning to Fawn. “Nothing troubles me, Fawn.”

“You are lying, my mate. That is not appreciated.”

“Fair enough. I was just thinking about the weirdos from last night.”

“The guys with guns or Miguel and his Leashes?” Amber asked.

“Hey, be nice,” I said.

She shrugged. “Look, I like the guy. And Rosa and Kyra were cool. Didn’t get to spend as much time with his abuelita and sister as you did. I’m just saying, weird that he was so open and trusting right away. Weird that you were too, actually.”

“Ana distracted him, I think,” Lilly said. “She’s a potential Leash, after all.”

“Right. Got to fuck her on stream, right?” Amber asked. “You gonna do that?”

I didn’t answer. I still hadn’t decided. Felt like a minefield, that one. I knew Fawn and Nettie would be fine with it. Lilly might say she was okay with it if it got me a new Leash. And I wasn’t sure about Amber. She said she was okay with the current arrangement, and I believed that, but would she be hurt if I slept with someone else so soon after our finally being intimate? And what about Ana? Did bonding her come with the expectation of a relationship?

I was spiraling into the same endless list of questions I’d struggled with the night before. I pushed them aside and instead asked the room another question.

“What are you guys planning for today?”

“Training,” Lilly said. “Your presentation yesterday inspired us.”

Amber nodded. “Lilly said she’d help me learn some basic sword stuff. Might help whenever I’m actually able to transform again.”

“I’m going to watch,” Nettie said. “Just in case someone gets hurt.”

“It’s very convenient having Nettie here,” Lilly said. “We don’t have to concern ourselves too much with holding back. If we accidentally cut one another, Nettie can heal us. I think it will help.”

“Just don’t get too careless,” I said.

“I am going to explore the area,” Fawn announced.

“Anywhere in particular?” I asked.

Fawn tilted her head back and forth as she thought. “No. I will just wander. Do not worry, though. I will wear those wonderful glasses Grace made for me. So, no humans should be alarmed by my appearance.”

“You be careful, too, okay?” I said.

“I will be as cautious as a lamb amongst wolves, my mate.”

“Thank you.”

“What about you?” Amber asked me.

“I was hoping to go through the storage room and figure out what else Grace has in there.”

“You could join the training,” Nettie offered.

“Should definitely do that too, yeah.”

My phone vibrated, and I pulled it out of my pocket.

It was a text from Grace.

When you have some time, please stop by my room. I would like to discuss something with you.

“Who’s that?” Amber asked. “You been giving your number out already?”

“It’s Grace,” I answered as I was typing my response.

Of course. Let me know when you’re available.

I am available now if you’ve finished with breakfast.

“How long ago was Grace in here?” I asked the room.

“You know I cannot interpret time the same way you do,” Fawn answered.

Amber patted her shoulder sympathetically. “Just a few minutes, why?”

“Apparently, she wants to meet with me about something.”

“Well, good luck, dude,” Amber said. She sounded a little jealous she hadn’t been summoned as well.

❖

I considered giving Grace more time to rest, but she’d said she was available right then, so I made my way to her room and knocked softly on the door.

The door opened, and Grace greeted me with one of her tight smiles. She was dressed in a dark red, almost black, dress. Her hair was up in its regular bun, and she no longer had the black circles under her eyes.

“Come in, Mr. Beckett,” she said, stepping aside for me to enter the room.

I tried very hard not to stare around the room as I entered, but I failed miserably.

The bedroom was dominated by a large bed. It was one of those four-poster types, with plush red curtains, currently closed.

Next to the bed was a large wardrobe made of dark wood. Opposite the bed there was a fireplace. There was no chimney on the house, so I guessed it was gas or electric, but it looked like a real one.

The floor in front of the fireplace had a thick rug and a comfortable-looking armchair. Next to the chair was a small table that had a book resting on it. I couldn’t read the title of the book, since it was in a language and alphabet I didn’t recognize.

“Thanks for coming,” Grace continued, marching away from the door without looking back at me.

I followed her through one of the two other doors in the room. This one led into an office with a deep red carpet and built-in bookshelves and a desk of the same dark wood as the wardrobe.

“Of course,” I said. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Last night. Specifically, what I learned speaking with the dungeon core.” She rounded the desk and sat down, indicating the other empty chair for me.

“I was hoping that was the case. You didn’t really say much on the drive home.”

“Forgive me. I was a little lost in thought.”

“Sure. Not every day you get to have a conversation with a dungeon.”

“I was also thinking about the force that attacked the club. I would like to discuss the dungeon core first, but I want to make sure we address that some new faction is after you.”

“I’ve been thinking about that, too, and I definitely want to talk about it when we can. But yeah, I really want to hear about the dungeon.”

“I’m going to start with the bad news, then,” she said.

She opened a drawer in her desk and pulled out a palm-sized stone. “I have been unable to create a dungeon core.”

“You were trying to make one?” I asked.

“Mr. Sanchez’s dungeon core was created by a magic user of some kind on its original world. From what I saw last night, I was confident it aligned closely enough with my own school of magic. Unfortunately, I am not quite there yet.”

“If anyone could figure it out, Grace, I know it’s you,” I said.

Her cheeks reddened slightly, but she didn’t acknowledge it beyond that. “There is good news, though.”

“I knew there would be.”

“Not to bore you with the details, but dungeons seem to function by creating a space that exists both in one world and in the space between worlds.”

“The Woods Between?” I asked.

“That is what Fawn calls her home, yes. The literature I studied had other names for that liminal space. The Walls Between was always my favorite. The theme is consistent, at least. It’s the in-between place.”

“So, how’s this good news?” I asked.

“While I’m currently lacking the skill to create a space that bridges two dimensions, I was able to recognize that the dungeon also created something like a barrier between itself and the outside worlds. As it grows more powerful, the size of the barrier increases. It takes up more space in both this world and the other. The barrier means it is in control of everything within its borders.”

I was trying to keep up with everything, and was pretty sure I got the basics, but I knew there was still something I didn’t quite understand. She’d said this was the good news, though, so I was expecting something.

She continued, “I had the thought that we can’t create that space, but maybe I can create a similar barrier. I’ve spent a few days experimenting with my theory, and I think it will work, but my barrier is incomplete. I think we can use your shields to make it work properly.”

“Few days?” I asked, and I realized as soon as I asked. “You’ve been in the space between, haven’t you?”

“Would you like to see what I’ve done so far?” she asked.

“Definitely.”

She rose from her seat and walked around the desk toward me. I went to rise, but she pushed me back down into the chair and sat in my lap, wrapping an arm around me.

My heart jumped in my chest at the contact.

Her smile grew slightly as she likely sensed my excitement at her touch. She moved the fingers of her other hand in a pattern I had seen once before. It still hurt my brain to try to follow.

I blinked, and we were no longer sitting in her office.

We sat in the middle of a cul-de-sac in a suburban neighborhood. All the houses looked identical. Same cookie-cutter shape and off-white vinyl panels. Every empty driveway had room for two cars and ended in a closed garage door.

It felt off in the same way the motel in the Woods Between had felt off.

Grace rose from my lap and offered me her hand. I took it, and she helped me up from the chair.

“This isn’t what I was expecting,” I said.

“You were expecting sand and ocean, I have to assume.”

I nodded. “Last time you sent me to this world, the other side at least kind of matched the area. The motel, the trees, even the gas station.”

“The shape of things between the Walls tends to match the mental energy of the people in the world being reflected. I can’t say for sure why this place looks like an American suburb, but my working theory right now is that most of the surrounding homes are owned by Americans. It would look very different if we came over while in the city, and even more so if we came from Señor Sanchez’s neighborhood.”

“Makes sense.”

Grace took a few steps away from me and spun, arms out, inviting me to take in the neighborhood. “What do you think? Good option for housing an army, wouldn’t you say?”

I glanced at the surreal landscape around us. All the houses looked empty. But so had the rooms in the motel at first. And I knew they weren’t. “Are we sure none of these is occupied?” I asked.

“Fairly certain,” she answered. “I’ve only encountered one entity thus far. There is a movie theater a fair distance that way. It stands in the box office.” She pointed behind her. “I’ve encountered similar entities in the past. They’ve never been aggressive.”

“Is it made of television static with a name tag?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I felt a strange pang of nostalgia as I remembered good ol’ Trainee.

“But there are likely other dangerous things out here,” I said. “Especially after nightfall.

“Oh, most definitely. This area, while it might look endless from here, only covers a few blocks. It is surrounded by rainforest on three sides, and ocean on one.”

“So there is a beach!” I said, excited that part of my expectations were correct.

“Yes. One with an ocean that spawns some of the worst things I personally have ever seen. Which is why I want to show you the border I’ve set up and see if we can’t use your power to strengthen it.”

“I’m not really able to set up shields permanently. Not yet, anyway.”

“That should be fine. I have a plan. Can we give it a try?”

“Hell yeah. Let’s go.”

Grace slid up next to me, wrapping an arm around mine. “Then come with me, Mr. Beckett.”

❖

Grace led me through the neighborhood. It was just as she’d said. I was convinced the rows of matching houses and well-trimmed lawns were endless. There was absolutely no way we could ever actually make our way out of this place. And then we did.

We crossed a street and rounded a last row of houses, and there was a beach. Where there should have been a fence around the small, matching backyards of that last row of houses, there was a stretch of snow-white sand, and beyond that, a crystal blue ocean.

I was a little distracted at first by how perfect the scenery looked, that I didn’t notice the bones poking up from the sand.

“Oh,” I said, when I finally noticed a sun-bleached skull grinning up at me, half buried.

“Yes, not ideal, is it?” Grace said, her grip on my arm tightening only slightly.

“You said you’ve seen stuff come out of the water?” I asked.

“I will be completely honest with you, Jamie, I didn’t stick around long enough to see anything come out of the water. But I saw enough of the things in there that I knew I didn’t want to see the rest.”

“That’s how I feel about the regular ocean,” I said. “I can’t even imagine how much worse this one is.”

Grace stopped me right before we stepped out of the neighborhood onto the sand. “I put my barrier here. Can you feel it?”

I scanned the air in front of me, up and down the length of the beach. Nothing obvious stood out to me. And everything in this place always felt just slightly off, so I couldn’t tell if it felt different here or not.

Grace took one of my hands in hers and guided it up. Her hands were soft and surprisingly warm.

I could feel the barrier. It wasn’t completely solid, but had some resistance. Almost like gelatin. I could feel the surface and knew I could push through it if I tried.

“Feels kind of nice,” I said.

“That’s because I want you to pass through it unharmed. Anyone uninvited would find it less pleasant.”

“Aw, thanks, Grace.”

“You’re welcome.”

“So, this barrier would keep anything unwanted out of the area?”

“In theory, yes. But I want to strengthen it. Make it impenetrable to anyone and anything not invited in.”

“How far up does it go?” I asked.

“It’s a dome.”

“You think of everything,” I said.

“It’s my job to think of everything,” she said.

“Okay, so what should I do? I can’t create a shield that big.”

“May I?” she asked, squeezing my hand gently.

“Do what you gotta do,” I said.

She guided my hand just past the surface of the barrier. It did kind of feel like squeezing a fistful of Jello. She forced my hand open so my palm was facing straight ahead.

“Now, just focus on creating a shield the size of your palm,” she instructed me.

I did so. As I did, Grace moved both her hands to the back of mine. Her fingers moved slower than usual inside the wall of the barrier. She traced patterns along my hand with the tips of her fingers.

The soft touch felt surprisingly intimate, and I felt my heart rate increase slightly.

“Focus on the shield, Jamie,” she said, voice soft as she focused on whatever spell she was casting.

Her hand glowed purple, the light moving from her fingers to the back of my hand, the patterns remaining, like an afterimage on my skin.

The tiny shield I had created suddenly surged outward. I felt it as my mana drained, almost completely emptying my reserve. The shield moved out and away from me, filling the barrier Grace had created.

I could see it in my mind’s eye, the shape of the dome over the area. I never would have been able to create something this big on my own. I knew that. And that Grace could help me do it made me realize she was so much more powerful than I’d originally thought.

I watched in awe as my invisible shield filled her invisible barrier. There was a flash of bright purple light that made the dome visible for half a heartbeat. Then the two of us fell back onto the grass of the lawn we were standing on.

Grace was breathing heavy, her face red with effort.

She went to pull her hands away from me, but I grabbed one of them in mine and held it tightly.

“Grace, you’re incredible,” I said.

Her eyes widened slightly at the praise, but she quickly regained her composure. “Thank you,” she said, using her free hand to straighten a non-existent stray hair.

She didn’t pull her hand away, and actually squeezed mine back.

We sat there in the grass for a moment, both drained of all our energy. It had been a big shield. It had apparently emptied both of us of our reserves for the day.

“We should start heading back,” Grace said after a moment. “It gets dark earlier here than it does in our world.”

“Yeah, I remember.” I pushed myself to my feet and helped Grace to hers.

She released my hand so she could straighten her dress, then she tentatively reached out and took it again.

“I’m going to need you to lead the way back,” I said. “I’m so fucking lost here.”

She gave me one of her small smiles and nodded. “I will be happy to guide you anytime, Mr. Beckett.”

The neighborhood felt different now. It still felt alien and empty, but it also felt more like a regular neighborhood. I didn’t feel like someone was watching me from every empty window anymore.

“I think it worked,” I said.

“Because it did,” she answered.

The light was fading, and a familiar fog was slowly rolling in by the time we made our way back to the office chair in the middle of the road, where we had first arrived.

“Guess we should head back,” I said, collapsing into the chair.

Grace lowered herself into my lap and rested her head on my shoulder. The walk back had apparently drained her even more. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have enough energy left to shift us home.”

“Oh,” I said.

She glanced away from me, cheeks flushing slightly with embarrassment. “I thought it would take less power. I miscalculated.”

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I just need rest.”

“Sleep it is, then. You said you spent a couple days working in here. Which house did you claim for yourself?”

She pointed to the one directly in front of us.

She shakily rose to her feet, and I hurried up so I could help her.

The front door was unlocked. Inside looked exactly how I expected. Off-white walls, gray carpets. There were photos on the walls of a happy-looking family, but I realized they were stock photos. The kind that comes with the frames.

I didn’t even need to ask directions once we were inside. I knew the bedrooms would be upstairs.

Grace pointed to a door once we made it up the stairs, and I pushed it open to reveal an unmade bed and an open duffel bag on the floor in front of it.

Grace blushed slightly at the still cleaner than any room I’d ever had mess.

I helped her make her way to the bed, and she dropped onto the mattress with a sigh. “Thank you, Mr. Beckett,” she said.

“Mind if I ask you a question?” I’d been thinking since she’d broken the news of being out of power.

“Of course.” She patted the bed next to her, and I sat down.

“Time still doesn’t really exist here, right?” I asked.

“Correct.”

“So, we can spend the night here, and the others won’t even know we’ve been gone.”

She agreed again.

“Won’t that make this a little less than desirable as a place for our Leashes, then? If we’re out there in the real world, they’ll spend years here without us moving at all.”

“Don’t worry, I thought of that,” she assured me.

“And?”

“And when we’re ready, I will sync everything within the boundary to whatever instance of time you might be experiencing.”

“You can do that?” I asked.

She nodded. “It’s simpler than it sounds. It’s something Miguel’s Tío taught me. It’s how a dungeon exists in both places.”

“I absolutely do not get it,” I said. “But as long as I’m not sentencing my Leashes to purgatory, I’m happy with it.”

“I’m glad you at least thought of it,” she said.

“I’m just glad you think of everything,” I countered.

She gave me a genuine smile, her cheeks reddening again.

“Well, you rest. I’m going to explore the house a little.” I went to rise, but she caught my hand.

“Or, you could stay a little longer.” It was not a question.

“I could definitely stay a little longer.”


13




Neither Grace nor I spoke for a little while. Just sat there enjoying each other’s presence.

When she’d asked me to stay, I’d gotten my hopes up a little. Had I really been expecting this woman to want to sleep with me? Yeah, I kind of had.

I realized that was incredibly selfish and probably unrealistic of me. I already had four women who had given themselves to me. Four women I loved and cherished enough to do anything for. Was I really that greedy?

But there, pulsing in the invisible leash of our bond, I could sense the buried desire in Grace. She wanted me.

And, God, but I wanted her. The fact that this elegant, sophisticated, and intelligent woman had any interest in me was wild to me. But there it was. I could feel it.

And when I thought about the other women, I had a feeling they’d be okay with it. Amber, at least, would just be jealous if I happened to see Grace naked before she did.

“Before we begin, I want you to know I discussed this with the others.” Grace said finally.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

She tsked. “Always playing dumb, Mr. Beckett. It’s apparently an effective defense mechanism, but I know better. I know you know what I’m saying.”

“Maybe I like to hear it,” I countered.

She rose gracefully and turned to face me.

“Then I will be as explicit as possible.” She over-exaggerated the syllables of explicit.

She moved her hands behind her back and unzipped her dress before peeling it down slowly.

Her matching bra and panties were both black, lacy, and sheer.

Her dresses were always form-fitting, but there was something about seeing the shape of her without the extra layer. The only word that ever came to mind when I thought of Grace Hallow was elegant.

The way her waist narrowed under her heavy breasts before curving out again was elegant. Her wide hips were elegant. I hate to overuse the word, but her thick and smooth thighs were elegant. Every goddamn inch of her.

And I still hadn’t seen what she was hiding under bra or panties.

“Undress, Mr. Beckett,” she ordered.

I moved without thinking. She said, jump, and I flew. I stripped off my shirt and started on my belt, but I stopped when her hand rested on mine.

“Actually, let me do this part,” she said.

She stared into my eyes, unblinking, as she undid my belt and whipped it out of the loops in one smooth motion.

She draped the length of leather over her shoulder as she returned to undo button and zipper. Not once did her gaze leave mine.

She gave a tug, and the pants fell to the floor. My underwear followed immediately after.

Grace moved her eyes down to my crotch, and I felt myself stiffening even more under the scrutiny.

She looked back up at my face and gave me one of her tight smiles. “On the bed, Mr. Beckett.”

I obliged.

She bent over me, taking one of my hands and moving it up above my head to rest near the slots in the headboard.

I did not need her to instruct me to move the other.

“That’s my good boy,” she purred as I moved my other hand up.

She whipped my belt off her shoulder and wrapped it around my wrists and looped it through the slot in the headboard.

I tested the restraint and found it was tight, but I could tell I’d be able to slip out if I tried. But I had a feeling that Grace wouldn’t appreciate that.

She watched me shifting in the belt, not saying a word, just with one eyebrow raised. I stopped as soon as I noticed her watching.

She smiled again as she straightened back up. I regretted spending so much time concerned about the belt and not appreciating the expanse of pale cleavage she’d been dangling in my face.

“Do you want me, Mr. Beckett?” she asked.

As she spoke, she unclasped her bra and let it drop, finally giving me a full view of the full and perfect breasts beneath. Her dusky pink nipples stiffened slightly once exposed to the air.

“Yes,” I answered her softly.

“Say it like you mean it,” she demanded, looping thumbs in the waistband of her panties and pulling them down.

She had a neatly trimmed patch of black hair above her mound. Just like the rest of her, it was shaped with deliberate precision.

I was very happy to see that she already appeared wet. She wanted this.

“I want you, Grace Hallow,” I said, looking up from her perfect pussy to meet her eyes.

She smiled, full and wide. “Good. Because for tonight, you are mine.”

She bent down over me again, her lips brushing my ear as she whispered, “And I always take good care of what’s mine.” She bit my ear, harder than I expected, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

She lifted a leg and moved it over me, sitting down on my stomach.

The warmth of her was almost unbearable. She moved back and forth for a moment before rising up and reaching between us.

She grasped my cock with her perfectly manicured hand and guided me to her opening.

“Tell me you want this,” she said, voice low.

“I want this,” I said.

She lowered herself just enough so I could feel her warmth and wetness with my tip.

“Beg for it,” she said.

“Please,” I said.

“Please, Mistress,” she corrected me.

Well, that was new. Holy shit, why did I like this so much?

“Please, Mistress,” I said.

She sank down, enveloping me completely. We both gasped.

She was so hot and tight, and she didn’t pause. Didn’t give me any time to adjust or fully appreciate the moment. She just started riding me. With smooth, rolling waves, her thighs flexed and her tits bounced.

She sat straight up, still moving up and down. She moved her hands up to undo her perfect bun.

Her thick black hair rolled down her back and chest, framing her perfect, bouncing breasts.

She had her eyes closed and her mouth partially parted in an expression of ecstasy. “Mm, that’s good, Jamie,” she said. “You feel good inside me.”

She opened her eyes and looked at me, smiling as she studied my expression of pleasure. “Do you like this?”

“I do,” I managed.

“Try again,” she said, moving her hands down to drag her nails down my chest.

“I do, Mistress,” I corrected.

I wanted nothing more than to pull myself free from the belt so I could touch her. So I could squeeze her tits, tease a nipple, pull her in for an embrace.

She seemed to understand what I was thinking. She leaned over me, mouth next to my ear again, not once breaking her rhythm.

“You don’t get to touch,” she said. “Not until I’m done and you’ve earned it.”

She sat back up and continued to ride me. Her breath was mostly controlled, but every once in a while she let out a little gasp of pleasure, and the longer she rode me the more her voice hitched when she spoke.

“Do you like that, Mr. Beckett?” she asked after I’d let out a particularly loud moan of my own. “I hope so. I want to take care of you.”

I told her I did, and she smiled wider.

She leaned forward, resting her hands on my chest; her hair fell around her face like a veil of shadow and silk. She watched me through the curtain with those eyes of hers. They never left mine.

“You are mine,” she told me, voice a little more ragged. To prove her point, she clenched her walls around me, and I almost lost my load right there.

“Not yet,” she said, her voice as sharp as the fingernails that she dug into my chest. “You will come when I say.”

I managed to hold it back, if only barely.

She kept going, moving faster with every roll of her hips. Her breath was now coming in ragged, desperate gasps.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” she told me, her eyes desperate. “I chose you, Jamie. I need you to, ah, understand what that means.”

I was fighting for my life not to blow my load, and to hear her say that, that she had chosen me, that she had wanted this, it was almost too much.

“Almost, Jamie,” she said, closing her eyes to focus on her own climax.

I gritted my teeth and held on as best I could.

“Almost,” she repeated, voice softer, almost pained.

She collapsed onto my chest, her rolling hips moving desperately. “Come with me,” she whispered into my ear.

And she started counting down, her breathing ragged and full of need. “Five, ah, four, three,” she paused, biting my ear again and laughing softly at my pained moan. “Two, oh oh.”

Her body tensed, legs trembling and nails biting into my shoulders. She threw her head back and cried out, “One!”

I exploded inside her, every inch of me screaming for release. The rush of release and pleasure that I felt drowned any thought I might have had.

She collapsed forward again, her chest pressed to mine, breath warm on my throat.

Saying nothing, she moved a hand to my wrists and undid the belt.

She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before going to stand. We both let out another gasp as I slid out of her.

“Come with me, Mr. Beckett.” She took my hand and pulled me to my shaky feet. “Let’s get washed up and get some rest.”

I woke the next morning to Grace gently running her fingers through my hair.

I opened my eyes to find her already dressed, sitting on the bed next to me. She was staring out the bedroom window, humming a soft tune.

She stopped humming and looked down at me. She smiled when she saw I was awake and leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips.

She pulled back just far enough to speak. “How did my good boy sleep?” she asked.

“Very good. How about you?”

Her smile spread wider. “Very, very well.” She pushed her lips into mine and kissed me harder.

When she finally pulled away, I said, “You’re welcome.”

She raised an eyebrow, but her smile remained. She gave me one more quick peck on the lips and then rose from the bed.

“Get dressed. We can head back as soon as you’re ready.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

The office chair was still sitting in the middle of the cul-de-sac when we got outside.

Grace waited for me to sit in the chair before sitting in my lap. She put a finger to her mouth and tapped thoughtfully.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I think you’ve earned a reward,” she said. She stood back up and hitched up her dress.

At first I thought the reward was just going to be her showing me her panties, but she hooked the band and pulled them down, giving me a brief glimpse of her trimmed bush before the fabric of her dress fell back down to block the view.

She sat back in my lap and placed the panties in my hand. “So you can remember last night,” she said.

“I don’t need help remembering that,” I assured her.

She leaned in and whispered, “Then it’s a promise that if you’re good, it can happen again.”

“Yes, please,” I said.

“So polite.” She bit my ear and then rested her head on my shoulder. “Thank you, Jamie.”

She raised a hand, fingers moving in those impossible to follow patterns, and we were back in her office.
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A few hours later, I sat on a beach chair and watched as Lilly instructed Amber and Nettie on the finer points of disembowelment.

Lilly gave instructions, and the other two women sparred. Amber had several advantages, one being her size, another that she had at one point frequented a gym that taught self-defense classes. The major advantage being Nettie’s complete inability to even consider hurting another person.

Despite that, Nettie still tried. After every short exchange, Lilly would jump between the two and give instructions or encouragement.

Both Amber and Nettie listened intently to all of Lilly’s instructions before Lilly moved out of the way and they moved into each other.

Nettie gave an honest attempt at grappling Amber, who used her size advantage well.

Lilly teleported next to me on the chair, burying herself in my side.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“They are trying very hard,” she answered.

“Very political,” I said.

“They’ll improve.”

“I know. They have a great teacher.”

Lilly’s ears burned red.

On the sand, Amber and Nettie had somehow ended up in a heap on the ground and were both laughing.

I basked in the warmth of their emotions in our bond.

“How are you doing?” Lilly asked, her voice low.

“I’m great.”

She bit her lower lip and avoided looking at me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Before she left, Fawn said that Grace was a Bondwife now.”

“Ah.” That explained the apprehension I was sensing through our bond. “She’d said you’d all discussed it.”

“We did.”

“Are you not okay with that?” I asked.

She shook her head. “It’s not that. I am very glad you are bonding so well with all your Leashes.”

“You’re worried about our relationship,” I cut in. “That there’s not enough of me to go around.”

She blinked in surprise at that before nodding.

“Didn’t expect me to be so insightful, huh?”

“I would never say that.”

“Definitely thought it, though.”

Her ears burned red again.

I gave her a quick hug. “It’s okay. I’m just full of surprises. You should get back to your pupils, though.”

Amber and Nettie had returned to their starting positions, but both looked a little lost at how they should start this round.

Lilly gave me a peck on the cheek and then teleported back between her students.

I settled back into my seat and debated if I should join them. Maybe Lilly and I could spar. I could practice getting my shields up quicker. Nettie was here, so it wouldn’t matter if I got cut. I had said I’d train in our little meeting.

But I really didn’t want to get cut…

And I was a little preoccupied. I couldn’t stop thinking about my night with Grace. Everyone had reacted relatively well when they’d found out. But I still felt like a little bit of an asshole. Was I being selfish? I didn’t feel like it, but I didn’t want to hurt any of these women.

Panic and fear flared in the back of my mind. One of my Leashes was in danger. I didn’t know how I knew, but I knew. It was instinct. In the same way I’d learned to identify everyone; I knew this surge of emotions was a call for help.

“Lilly!” I shouted.

The elf teleported to my side, her moonlight blades appearing in her hands as she blinked into existence.

“It’s Fawn,” I said. “She’s in trouble. We need to get to her.”

“Where?” Lilly asked.

I froze. I knew which direction she was, but I wasn’t sure how far. Not exactly. We would just have to make one jump after another until we found her. “That way,” I pointed away from the beach.

Lilly grabbed my hand, and we jumped into the bright light and wildflower scent.

The distance Lilly could travel with every jump had increased substantially since I’d first leashed her. She didn’t even need to see where she was going to teleport now.

I hoped there was no chance of her accidentally teleporting into a solid object, but I wasn’t in the right state of mind to even think to ask at the moment.

The first jump took us to a wide field between two of the rich American homes in our neighborhood, and the second took us behind a copse of trees separating another row of houses from a meadow that ran right into a forest.

It made sense that Fawn would have made her way here. She’d said she was missing her woods. These trees were not the same as her home, but they were closer than the confines of the beach house.

She was there, right at the border between meadow and treeline. But she wasn’t alone.

The reason for her panic was a group of almost two dozen of the cyberpunk fascists that had attacked the club the night before.

Five of them had long poles with looped cord at the end, like something a dogcatcher might use.

All of her arms and legs had been caught in the loops, and the fifth was firmly around her neck.

She was struggling against the bonds, but the men who weren’t holding the poles had piled on top of her.

“Now,” I said to Lilly, but she didn’t need me to say it.

She made one more jump and placed us right beside Fawn.

Lilly moved from my side, blades flashing up and killing two of the men.

I formed a sphere around one man’s helmeted head and forced it closed like a fist. I felt the shield meet resistance as the man crumbled. His helmet looked like a crushed can.

The instant there was any let-up from the pressure holding her down, Fawn moved. The two men Lilly had killed had been applying pressure to her shoulders, and I’d taken out one from an arm.

Fawn shrugged off most of the men as she rose to her feet. She grabbed the pole that was binding her wrist and lifted it and the man holding it up into the air. She swung the pole and its wielder into the guy holding her other arm.

Lilly and I did what we could to clear out the men on her legs. I will be honest and admit that Lilly was much more efficient than I was.

It all happened in a matter of seconds, and in the end, it was just one guy trying desperately to wrangle Fawn by her neck.

Fawn grasped the pole and snapped it with an angry growl.

The gunman was turning to run, hand to the side of his helmet, screaming something incoherent into his radio.

Fawn lunged forward and bit into his neck. The panicked voice ended in a spray of blood as Fawn shook him like a dog with a rat.

I stepped up close to inspect her, and she hissed in pain as I brushed a fresh wound on her flank.

Fawn’s side was crisscrossed with bleeding cuts and pocked with bullet holes. She had put up a hell of a fight before they’d subdued her.

“I’m sorry we took so long,” I said.

Fawn placed a blood-covered finger under my chin and lifted my face up to hers. “You must not apologize, my mate. Thank you for saving me. And you, my Bondwife.” She reached out and cupped Lilly’s face in her other blood-soaked hand.

“How did they find you?” I asked.

“With much difficulty,” she said through a fierce grin.

Before I could ask her to elaborate, I got the same panicked signal from multiple bonds at once. Amber, Nettie, and Grace were all in danger.

Fawn sensed my panic and dropped her smile.

“We need to get back now,” I said.

Lilly said nothing, just grabbed our hands and teleported.

❖

It took us two jumps to get back to the beach house. We landed in the driveway and the middle of a war-zone.

My three gargoyle Leashes were fighting back a small army of armored gunmen.

Grace must have used a spell to block out the sun again. The same dark clouds filled the sky above the house.

Roc stood at the front door of the house, broadsword in hand. There was a scattering of corpses around him.

I was dismayed to see that he was also missing chunks of his body, with more chipping away with every shot fired at him. But he stood strong, not giving up an inch, sword coming down on any that got too close.

Mason and Lazuli were in better condition thanks to their wings. They were darting in and out of the gathered cyber-soldiers, dive-bombing and zooming back away.

Mason crushed a shark-shaped helmet with every drop. His mace was surprisingly effective against the armor.

Lazuli was faster and nimbler than her counter-parts, and was moving parallel to the ground, slicing at knees and ankles with her short sword.

Occasionally one man got a shield up between themselves and the attacking gargoyles, but most were unprepared for the attacks before they came. They either moved the shield up to block a strike from Mason, only to be cut down by Lazuli, or they blocked low and had their head caved in.

The number of dead men was impressive, but the number still living was daunting. The driveway of the beach house looked like a kicked ant nest with the sheer number of men pushing forward.

I knew it was only a matter of time before Roc fell apart or that one of the men got lucky and hit Mason or Lazuli, grounding them and sealing their fate as well.

I acted as fast as I could, throwing a shield up in front of Roc. I created a semicircle that stretched from either side of the front entryway and rose a little taller than Roc.

His stony face showed no emotion, but I felt the relief and gratitude pulse through our bond. There had been no other emotion before that, just cold determination. He had been completely prepared to crumble to dust performing his duty, but he was relieved not to die.

“Take me to Roc,” I said to Lilly.

She teleported Fawn and me to the front door, then immediately jumped again, appearing behind a cyberboy who was aiming a rifle up at Mason. She stabbed in with a blade, then spun around, slashing at all around her.

“Find Nettie,” I said to Fawn, pointing back at the front door.

I could sense Amber, Nettie, and Grace inside. And now that I was close enough, I could see that Roc had a subtle purple glow to him. Grace was buffing him.

Fawn ignored my request and vaulted over the shield I had placed in front of Roc.

She ignored the new bullet wounds that tore at her sides and charged into the mass of armored gunmen.

I cursed silently as I focused my attention on shielding her. I should have known she’d ignore me, and I should have had shields up already. I was failing as a Leasher. I needed to protect these people.

“Please lower your defenses, my lord,” Roc said.

“No chance,” I said. “Not until I know you’re okay.” My voice came out rough and angry. I was too focused on the fight in front of us to make my voice anything but. I was throwing up shields between Lilly and any attackers she missed. Moving more between Mason and Lazuli and any rifle I thought might have a chance. And I was trying my best to keep up with Fawn, who was radiating anger and aggression and needed some way to get it all out.

“I am fine, my lord,” Roc insisted. “Please let me do my duty.”

“You’ve done more than enough for now.” I shouted over my shoulder. “Nettie! Can you hear me?”

The door cracked open, and Nettie’s panic that had been pulsing through our bond was instantly replaced with relief. The faith she had in me was a little scary.

“Can you heal Roc?” I asked.

She rushed over and placed her hands on Roc’s broad back, bowing her head in prayer.

Roc made a sound that was something between a boulder rolling down a cliff and a surprised gasp.

I spared a heartbeat to look at him and was relieved to see the missing chunks of stone reforming.

Nettie shook her head. “That’s the best I can do,” she said.

Roc stared at his pockmarked body in awe. “That is incredible. Thank you, Lady Nettie.”

“Thanks, Net. Now get back inside.”

Nettie reached out and squeezed my arm quickly before turning and dashing back inside.

“I’m still not dropping the shield,” I said to Roc. “I’m running out of mana fast, and when my shields finally do drop, your job is to protect the women in that house, got it?”

“Understood, my lord.” He moved up beside me, standing straighter, and raising his sword.

“Good. And stop calling me lord. I’m no one’s fucking lord. I’m your Leasher. That means I protect you and you protect me, got it?” I could have said that in a friendlier way, but I was a little stressed.

“Yes, my lord.”

I decided it wasn’t the time to repeat myself. I’d missed another shield around Fawn, and she’d taken another bullet in her side.

One of the armored men had broken from the crowd and was charging Roc and me, one of those damn batons in his hand.

He made it only a few feet before Lazuli swooped down and grabbed his head with her taloned feet. The helmet crunched like an empty beer can, and she tossed the dead guy aside effortlessly.

The door behind us crashed open, and Grace rushed out. Her face was its usual calm mask, but underneath it I could feel the fear.

“More are coming.” She stepped up next to me, fingers moving in a spell before touching my shoulder. I felt my mana deepen again. Felt my shields grow stronger before I even formed them.

“Of course they are.” I didn’t know how we were going to get out of this one. When I could spare a moment from defending everyone else, I was doing my best to attack as well. I’d crushed a few guys with my shields, but there were too many, and they had those fucking batons.

“No, look.” Grace pointed to the far end of the driveway just as the portal formed.

It was a flat circle that just opened up. On the other side, I could see a wall of blinking consoles and a sea of colored cables. Then my vision was blocked by the gray behemoth that stepped through.

It reminded me a little bit of the troll we’d fought before, Ironwood’s Leash. But it was bigger, both in height and width. And scariest of all, it looked intelligent.

He was dressed similarly to the gunmen. The same uniform, same chest plate with flashing lights, just much, much bigger, and no helmet.

He scanned the battlefield, distaste plain on his cruel face. He opened his mouth and bellowed.

“Fall back, you pathetic losers!” The voice was deep and powerful, easily carrying over the non-stop gunfire. He sounded like he’d come straight out of a Guy Ritchie movie. He even kind of looked like Jason Statham.

The soldiers all stopped what they were doing and rushed toward the portal. The giant stepped to the side, allowing them passage.

They all looked like children filing into a classroom as an angry kindergarten teacher glared at them.

Lilly, Fawn, and the gargoyles took advantage of the turned backs and each managed a few more kills.

Once all the men were through the opening, the big guy tapped one of the flashing lights on his chest, and the portal vanished.

“You fucked up,” he said to us.

He moved fast. So much faster than he should have. It reminded me a little of my fight with Ironwood. But this guy was faster.

His car-sized fist connected with Fawn and sent her rocketing back toward us.

I didn’t have time to react, before the hit or after. She struck my shield, and it shattered on impact. Pain tore through my mind as the shield broke.

The shield had stopped Fawn’s flight, if only barely, and she dropped to the ground in front of me.

I rushed to her, dropping to check that she was still breathing.

She pushed herself into a sitting position. Her right arm was bent ninety degrees in the wrong direction.

I forced myself not to call out to Nettie. I couldn’t put her in danger. We’d deal with this first, then she could heal Fawn.

Lilly teleported behind the giant man at neck height. She let out a fierce cry as she swung her daggers at the exposed neck.

They bounced off, not even a spark to show she’d landed her blow.

The giant scoffed as he casually tossed a backhand toward Lilly. She managed to teleport just before the blow landed.

She appeared next to me, breathing heavy.

Mason and Lazuli dove from above, one from each side. The giant stood still, waiting patiently for the blows to land.

Mason’s mace crashed down on the top of the thing’s head with no effect, and Lazuli’s sword bounced off his chest just like Lilly’s daggers had.

In a blur of motion he shot out both his hands, catching each of the gargoyles by a leg. He smashed them into the ground, creating two huge craters in the driveway.

He scoffed again as he stepped over the motionless and broken fighters.

“You’re lucky, Jamie Beckett,” he said, voice as casual as his pace. “The boss didn’t think you were worth my time. So she sent these morons.” He waved a hand at the dead cyberboys who shared his uniform.

“Worthless rats.” He spat on one of the dead men before looking back up at me. “Honestly? I don’t think you’re worth my time. One of the others could have done this, but the boss was sick of losing men. Even if they were just these worthless sods.”

He stopped a half-dozen paces away from us. “So, what d’ya say? Want to give it the ol’ college try?”

I didn’t have a lot of mana left, but Grace had buffed me. I had enough for my special technique. My ace in the hole.

I focused and formed a shield inside his head.

He grunted, eyes squinting in pain. Then he grunted again, and I felt the shield shatter, and all my mana drain away with it.

“Did you… Did you just flex your brain?” I demanded.

He laughed and tapped his temple with a finger the size of a baseball bat. “Gotta be smart to use muscle properly, little man. Was that your best move? Not bad, honestly. Could see it working on some of the others. But not me. I’m going to kill you all now.”

“Wait,” Fawn pushed herself to her feet, her good arm held up, palm outward, almost pleading. “Before you kill us. May I have your name?”

He snorted. “Sure thing, little lady.” He took a deep breath, face beaming with pride, chest swelling. I could tell he had an ego. He loved bragging about himself.

“I am Zanadu. Zanadu the Fist. Zanadu, God’s Right Arm. Zanadu, general of the coalition army. Zanadu the Great.”

He kept listing titles, and with every one I realized he was getting just a little smaller, and Fawn was getting just a little bigger.

“I am Zana… Zana… What was I saying again?” He blinked and glanced around in confusion. “Who am I? Who are you?”

Fawn had risen, hooves clicking on the stone of the driveway. She took her broken arm with her hand and snapped it back into place, letting out a soft bleat of pain. “Thank you for asking,” she said. “I am Zanadu.” She grew almost a foot up and out. “Zanadu the Fist.” Her muscles bulged and her shirt shredded. “Zanadu, God’s Right Arm.”

And she was almost as big as the original Zanadu had been. He was still a giant of a man, but he seemed lesser now. Reduced in a way I couldn’t quite explain.

“I am Zanadu, and I am going to kill you now.”

Fawn moved the six steps in a blink. She punched through the giant’s gut with claws out like a spear. With her other hand she punched his chest.

She roared. It was not her usual roar. It was deep and guttural. And where she was usually a little bestial, this was not the cry of a beast; it was the roar of an angry man named Zanadu.

She pulled the hand in his guts down, and the one in his chest up.

I looked away a second too late as she tore him into three pieces.

She immediately shrunk back down to her original size and collapsed in the gore that had once been a giant named Zanadu.

“Lilly, get her inside,” I ordered, and the elf teleported to Fawn’s side immediately.

I motioned to Roc, and we rushed to check on Mason and Lazuli.

They were both alive from what I could tell. “Are they okay to move?” I asked Roc.

He nodded, already bending down to scoop up Mason.

Before I could even attempt to lift Lazuli, he gently pushed me aside and picked her up in his other arm.

Grace was standing alone by the door, her face slightly paler than normal, but she maintained her cool.

I stopped next to her. “Are you okay?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Are you able to set up a barrier around the house like you did in the neighborhood?” I asked. “One they can’t teleport into?”

“I can, but I can tell you are completely drained, so we won’t be able to fortify it.”

“Would it make it harder for anyone to track us?”

She considered that before nodding again.

“Maybe they’ll think we ran. Might buy us a day or two to figure something out?”

“Worth a try.”

I waited with her while she cast the spell. After a minute or two, Amber came out. She was visibly shaken, and I could tell the sight of the gore was really bothering her. But she said nothing, just took my hand, and we both watched Grace work until she was done.
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We all stood or sat in the house’s entryway. Nettie was praying over everyone who had been injured. Lilly had been easy, only a few wounds, and none serious. She hadn’t been able to treat all of Fawn’s injuries, but had assured me that by the next day she could get her back to a hundred percent.

As soon as Mason and Lazuli had been deposited on the ground near Nettie, Roc had returned outside to keep watch for us. And once Nettie had healed the other two gargoyles fully, they had joined him.

I’d wanted them to be a part of the discussion, but I knew it wouldn’t have mattered. They would abide by whatever I decided. A very small part of me was grateful for that, but the rest hated it.

“So, what do we know?” I asked.

“That Fawn’s a badass?” Amber offered.

“Okay, yes, but I meant about these cyberfacist assholes.”

“They come from another world,” Lilly offered.

“They know your name,” Amber said.

“Feels like everyone does anymore,” I muttered.

“They can apparently track not just you, but your Leashes.” Grace was leaning against the wall, staring out a window, lost in thought.

“Yeah, they found Fawn while she was alone. Must have been trying for a divide-and-conquer strat,” I said.

“I am usually very stealthy in the trees. I am sorry they found me. And I am sorry I worried you all,” Fawn said.

“Don’t apologize, queen,” Amber said, kissing the fey on the head. “You kicked ass out there.”

“They can track your Leashes?” Nettie squeaked.

“It’s not that complicated a process,” Grace said. “It requires a little knowledge about the target, but if you know the Leasher, then you can find any of their Leashes.”

“Gareth,” Nettie said, voice trembling.

“Ah, shit,” I said. “Call him. Make sure he’s okay.”

I knew he was at least alive. I could feel his bond in the back of my mind. But he was too far away for me to determine how he was doing.

Nettie was shaking as she pulled her phone out and dialed.

“Hi, Ma,” she paused as someone on the other end spoke rapidly. Nettie spoke up whenever the other voice fell silent. “No, no, I’m okay, I promise. I’m safe. Yeah. I’m calling about… Yes. Is Gareth with you? Can I talk to him?”

I felt at least one weight lift off my chest.

I let Nettie’s conversation with her brother drift into the background.

“We can’t stay here,” I said to Grace.

“I’m glad you see the obvious,” she said.

“I need your help here, Grace. What’s our next step?”

Frustration flashed through our bond, but she got it under control quickly. “I can think of one thing. And I suspect you’ve had the same thought.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Are we ready for that?”

“No, we are not.” She pushed herself off the wall and turned to face me. “But I don’t think we have a choice.”

“Want to share with the class?” Amber asked.

“We’re moving to the suburbs,” I answered.

“The fuck does that mean?” Amber demanded.

I told her about the neighborhood in the world between. The barrier Grace and I had put up.

“So, like the motel you and Nettie stayed in?” she asked.

“Much safer, I assure you,” Grace said.

“The motel wasn’t safe?” I asked.

Grace did not answer me.

Nettie had wandered out of the room while she had been talking to her brother and mother, and now returned having finished the call. “We need to get him. Make sure he’s safe. With us.”

“He is your Leash,” Lilly reminded me.

“Yeah. He’s my responsibility. But he’s far. How do we do this?”

Nettie’s face twisted further into a mask of worry.

But I knew how. Or at least, I hoped I knew how.

“Grace?”

“Yes, Mr. Beckett?”

“That thing you did with my shield at the barrier, can you do that with other powers? Enhance them that much, I mean?”

“In theory, yes.”

“Could you enhance Lilly’s teleportation enough for her and Nettie to jump to her home?”

Grace blinked in surprise, and I got a welcome surge of pride from both her and Lilly at my suggestion.

“Yes, I should be able to do that. It would likely expend both our reserves for the day. We’d need to rest overnight. Can we afford that kind of delay?”

“Gareth is my Leash, whether he or I wanted it; he is. And he’s Nettie’s brother. I won’t let him get hurt. Please do this. For me.”

Lilly had already risen to her feet. “I am willing if you are, Grace.”

Grace nodded, giving me one of her tight smiles. “Of course. Are we ready now? The sooner we leave, the sooner we can rest and return.”

Nettie rushed across the room and pulled Grace into a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“Oh,” Grace let out a surprised gasp. And awkwardly patted Nettie on the head. “Yes, of course, Nettie.”

Grace insisted they each take an overnight bag, which Lilly teleported around the house and packed in record time. Then the three of them stood in the center of the entryway.

Lilly had a hand on each of their shoulders, her face a mask of concentration, while Grace twisted her hands around, fingers dancing in that incomprehensible way they did.

She touched Lilly on the forehead, tracing sigils that glowed purple before fading away.

“Now,” Grace instructed.

Amber, Fawn, and I were almost blown off our feet by the rush of flower-scented wind that was left in their wake as Lilly jumped them away.

“So, how long do you think before the cops show up?” Amber asked.

“Fuck,” I said.

❖

Roc and the others had cleaned up the driveway perfectly. I didn’t ask what they did with the bodies.

There were still two giant craters from where Mason and Lazuli had smashed into the ground, and more than a few bullet holes in the front of the house, but no dead bodies.

I figured we could just claim some psycho with a gun had done a drive-by. Might be believable, despite the obvious gentrification of the area.

But it was a nonissue. No cops ever turned up. Not that we waited for them. Amber and I had immediately jumped into action.

We left Fawn to rest. She’d earned it as far as I was concerned.

Before they’d left, Grace had told me where she kept the duffel bags. She bought in bulk, apparently. And Amber and I went from bedroom to bedroom packing everyone’s stuff.

We’d only been here a few days, so hadn’t accumulated too much yet. Packing took very little time.

“There electricity over there?” Amber asked me.

“Yeah. Seriously, just an American suburb.”

“Cool. Then we’re packing as many of Grace’s movies as we can. At least anything animated. Lilly needs that shit.”

It took me a grand total of five minutes to pack up my room, and I tossed that duffel on the landing before moving to the next one in line.

My phone rang, and Grace’s name popped up on my screen.

“Grace?”

“Mr. Beckett, I just wanted to call and let you know that we made it safely. Nettie has convinced her brother to join us. Took very little.”

“Yeah, he wasn’t too happy with his job at that gas station. Probably thrilled to get out of that town. How’d their mom take it?”

“Irene seems rather excited to have the house to herself.”

“That’s good. I was worried she’d put up more of a fuss.”

“Were you able to find the bags?” she asked, apparently done talking about Nettie’s mother.

“Yeah. Getting the rooms packed up and then moving to the basement. Amber’s gonna steal all your movies, if that’s okay.”

“Of course. Don’t forget the projector and speakers as well. They should fit in a bag fairly easily.”

“I’m safe to move the stuff in the storage room, right?” I hoped I didn’t sound too nervous as I asked that.

She treated me to a soft chuckle. “Of course, Mr. Beckett. None of the items in there will explode if touched.” She paused. “Actually, don’t touch the mirror under the sheet. I’ll need to move that one. But everything else you are good to move and pack however you see fit.”

“What happens if I touch the mirror?”

“Oh, you’ll just be trapped in a shattered mirror plane and hunted by the ghost of a long-dead Leasher sorceress.”

“So, that’s more of a season finale type of story beat, then?”

“If I agree, will you promise not to touch it?”

“I won’t touch it. Thanks for the heads up.”

“I’ll let you get back to it. I’m sure Lilly and Nettie will call later. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Are you surprised?”

“No. Just didn’t expect you to say it.”

“Hm, is that so? Was my reward earlier not enough for you to know how I feel?” I could hear the smile in her voice.

“I need constant reminding.”

“Ah, I’ll have to be stricter next time.”

“I’m excited to see you, too,” I said.

“That’s better.”

“Hey, I had another question for you.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’re probably leaving as soon as you get back, yeah?”

“That’s up to you. You are the Leasher here, remember?”

“Right. Well, I wanted to invite Miguel and his Leashes to come with us.”

She didn’t answer immediately. “May I ask why?”

“I don’t know if we’re the only ones these armored assholes are hunting. I just want to give them a shot at being safe.”

“His dungeon will do for him what the Walls Between will do for us.”

“Right. And I know that. But if nothing else, I want to warn him.”

“You’re a kind man, Jamie Beckett,” she said. “Do whatever you see as necessary. I am your Leash, and will bow to whatever decision you make.”

“Thanks, Grace.”

“That’s Mistress to you,” she purred before hanging up.

“Yes, Mistress,” I whispered as I dropped my phone back into my pocket.

“What’s that?” Amber asked. She’d stepped out of a room and was adding another duffel to the pile on the landing.

“Oh, that was Grace. They made it to Nettie’s place. They’ll be back in the morning with Gareth. Oh, and she said to pack the projector and speakers along with the movies.”

“Oh, fuck yeah!”

As we finished up the rooms, I told Amber about my plan to invite Miguel and his Leashes to join us.

“I mean, Miguel is a pretty cool hang, but he’s gonna say no,” Amber said.

“Yeah, probably. But I’d feel pretty shitty if we just jumped ship and then they were attacked by those pricks,” I said.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Call the dude.”

“Jamie! What’s up, man?” Miguel sounded as happy with life as ever.

I gave him a quick rundown of what had happened earlier that day. “You guys had any issues?” I asked.

“Damn, man, that’s rough. Everyone okay? No, no problems on our end. Told you before, Tío takes care of us.”

“That’s good. And, yeah, everyone’s fine. Nettie’s a great healer. Listen, this might sound out of left field, but we’re leaving tomorrow. I wanted to give you guys the chance to come with, if you wanted.”

“Leaving? Leaving where?”

I gave him a quick explanation of the neighborhood and the barrier Grace and I had put up. “She got the idea from Tío. Said it would shield us from detection the way he protects you.”

“You already know what I’m gonna say, my man.” He almost sounded disappointed.

“Yeah, I had a feeling. But I had to put the offer out there.”

“Appreciate it. You really leaving in the morning?”

“As soon as the others get back, yeah.”

“You need help packing?”

I considered the sheer number of things we still needed to round up before morning. “If you’re willing to help, I know where Grace keeps the cerveza.”

“That is the most gringo way anyone has ever said cerveza. But we’ll be there. Oh, hang on.” He shouted something in Spanish, and I heard a distant voice respond.

“Abuelita says hello and to tell you she’s sending some jars of her salsa for you. She bottles it every year. I’ll make sure there’s some mild stuff in there for your white ass, too.”

I laughed. “Tell her gracias for me.”

“Of course. We’ll be there soon. Stay safe, brother.”

Amber had already moved everything from upstairs to the floor in the front entryway by the time I’d finished my call.

“Where next?” she asked.

“You want to start on the movies? I know there’s probably more important stuff, but I don’t want to exist in a world where we don’t have access to pop culture.”

“Tell me about it. You gonna do Grace’s room?”

“Probably should, yeah.”

“By the way, what did Miguel say?”

“You were right. But they’re coming over to help us pack.”

“Oh thank God.”

“I am rested enough,” Fawn announced, making us both jump. I hadn’t even noticed her in the corner.

“Want to help me downstairs?” Amber asked.

Fawn nodded and stalked away toward the basement.

“How long was she there?” I asked.

“The whole time, I think.” Amber grabbed an armful of Grace’s bulk-buy duffels and headed after Fawn.

Grace had a lot more stuff in her room than the rest of us. Which made sense. It was her house. But it was still a vacation home, so it wasn’t nearly as much as I’d been worried it might be.

I hoped she’d forgive me later, but I didn’t bother too much with organizing it in any real way. Just got everything I could into as few bags as possible.

Where all of us hadn’t even needed a full duffel to pack our stuff, Grace had three. And there was a pile of still packed luggage in her closet. All of which I moved to the entryway. I was not going to begrudge her whatever comforts she needed. I just hoped I’d be able to provide the same for everyone else eventually.

I took a minute after packing Grace’s room to check on the gargoyles. The clouds had vanished after a while, and they’d returned to their stone forms a little while ago, but the sun was just setting now.

I waited with them as they flexed and stretched, flakes of stone falling away from them.

Roc was still more pockmarked than I would have liked, but all three seemed in good spirits.

The tall gargoyle noticed me studying his still-broken skin and patted me on the shoulder. “Do not worry, my lord. A full day’s rest is all I need. Tomorrow will have me back at full strength.

“That’s good. How about you two? Doing okay?”

“We are fine,” Lazuli answered abruptly for herself and Mason. The broader gargoyle glanced at her, making a face at not being allowed to answer for himself, but in the end he nodded his agreement.

All three gargoyles stood up straighter, weapons in hand. At the end of the driveway, Miguel’s old car pulled toward us.

“At ease, guys. They’re friends.”
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Miguel brought both Rosa and Kyra to help. The wolf girl was a little less aggressive when not defending her own territory, though her loose braid puffed out like a dog’s hackles if Amber or I moved toward Miguel too quickly.

Surprisingly, Ana had tagged along as well.

Our first order of business was moving the entire inventory from Grace’s drink shack up to the house. I recruited two of the gargoyles for that one. Roc insisted on standing guard, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have guessed he just wanted to get out of work, but I was pretty sure it was just because he took his role as guardian seriously.

Ana tagged along with Miguel and me and the gargoyles, her phone out, live streaming everything.

She didn’t help carry anything, but I didn’t mind. I kind of enjoyed her mindless conversation with Chat.

As I was carrying my second load of liquor bottles across the sand, she bumped into me with her shoulder. “Hey, Jamie?”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Say hi to Jamie, Chat!” She turned the camera so it was getting both of us in the frame.

I caught a glimpse of the stream of text.

Jamie!

HI!!!!

hello

Hi Jamie!

He’s kinda cute.

Show us your feet!

“Say hi to Chat, Jamie.”

“Uh, hi, Chat.”

“Anyway, Chat wanted to know the name of the lady gargoyle. They think she’s really hot.”

Lazuli paused ahead of us. She turned her head just enough that I could make out the baleful glare. She said nothing, just continued trudging forward, carrying as much booze as a pickup.

“Lazuli,” I said.

“Think she’d say hi to chat?” Ana asked.

“I wouldn’t push her. She’s had a long day.”

“Sorry, Chat. But you at least got her name. You’re welcome!” She gave the camera a peace sign and winked. A neon yellow cartoon star popped out of her eye and illuminated her face for a moment before fading away.

“Will that be all?” Lazuli asked me after we’d completely emptied the shed and deposited everything in the kitchen. Her tone was angry, but I could sense embarrassment through our bond.

“That’s all. Thanks for your help, Lazuli.”

She grunted before marching toward the front door.

“Don’t take it personally, my lord,” Mason stepped up to me. He was surprisingly soft-spoken. “She’s just a bit rough around the edges. Still young. Time smooths all rough stone eventually.”

“I know. Thanks, Mason. And thank you for your help.”

He nodded and followed his friend.

“Dad bod gargoyle kinda hot, too,” Ana said, leaning on the counter and watching Mason. She’d ended her stream and was just hanging out now.

“Want me to introduce you?” I asked.

“Would you?” She bit her lip and gave an exaggerated moan. “I’d love that.”

“Tell you what, help me pack some stuff, and I’ll introduce you to all three of them.”

“Even the tall broody one out front?”

“Roc? Sure, if you think you deserve it.”

She moaned again. “Why must you tease me, Jamie?”

The facade fell, and she laughed. “Sorry, I’m a little weird after streaming. Chat expects a certain level of horny from me.”

“I believe it. Come on.” I led the way to the stairs.

Miguel had already moved down there with Rosa and Kyra. They were helping Amber pack up anything and everything she thought we might want or need after we left.

“So, tell me about where you’re going,” Ana said, falling in right behind me as I went down the stairs.

“You know anything about the backrooms?” I asked.

“Oh, fuck yeah. Chat makes me play every new indie horror game that comes out. So many of them are backrooms bullshit.”

“You know the level that’s just a suburb?”

“Yeah…”

“It’s basically just that. But we have it set up so it should protect us from being tracked. The same way Tío protects you guys.”

“Huh. That’s cool.”

“I mean, it’s creepy as hell, but I’ve lived in that world before. You kind of get used to it.”

“Wait, you lived in the backrooms?”

“No. I lived in… It’s weird.” I did my best to explain the motel I’d lived in with Nettie. The convenience store and the dive bar.

“I actually miss that bar. Nettie and I had the high scores on all the machines.”

“Aw, that’s kinda cute. Nettie’s the quiet one, yeah?”

“That’s her.”

“And the two of you lived alone in that place?”

“Yup. Till we met Fawn. Then we went through the actual backrooms to get back to Earth.”

She leaned around so she could stare up at my face. “You bullshitting me?”

“Nope.”

“Damn. That’s cool.”

I told her more about my time in the Woods Between as she helped me pack up the storage room.

I was much more careful in this room than I had been in any of the bedrooms. If something looked like it belonged together, I kept it together.

I made sure to warn Ana about the covered mirror.

“What is all this junk?” Ana asked after we’d filled the second duffel with random bags of bones and iron shavings and indecipherable books.

“These are my Leash gachas,” I said. “Grace has been collecting this stuff for years. The gargoyles came from some granite slabs she’d found.”

“Damn, dude. All of these could get you a Leash?”

“Yup.”

“Why were you even wasting your time trying to bond me?” she asked. “You got enough options here.”

“Hey, the offer still stands,” I said.

“You know my conditions, man.”

I shrugged. “It’s your call.”

She said nothing for a bit, just helped me organize and pack in silence for a minute.

“Why’d you invite my brother to join you guys? I know you don’t want to fight each other and everything, but aren’t you playing some cosmic game? Isn’t it a competition?”

“I dunno. Maybe it shouldn’t be,” I said.

“You gonna treat every other Leasher you meet like my brother?”

“If they’re not assholes, maybe. I don’t want to kill anyone who doesn’t deserve it. Sure, a lot of Leashers are pricks. Like Ironwood. Grace’s first Leasher. That motherfucker deserved to die. But I figure there’s gotta be more like me and your brother. Just people who didn’t ask for this. I dunno, I just want to make sure everyone I care about is safe. And I’d like it if everyone else had that option, too.”

“You said there’s electricity over there?” she asked.

“Yup. Don’t know how, but it’s there.”

She stood motionless for a while, lost in thought.

“You okay?” I asked.

She blinked herself out of whatever reverie she was lost in and grinned at me. “Just thinking, sorry. Where should I put this lantern?”

It was about three in the morning when we called it a night. We’d packed up everything in the storage room except for the covered mirror and the fish tank with the tentacle monster inside.

All of us collapsed amidst the piles of bags and boxes we’d packed in the basement.

I passed out the beer, and Miguel raised his in a toast.

“To friends. We just met, but we’ll miss you guys. Come back and visit after you’ve won the game, yeah?”

I raised my drink and made a tired grunt in agreement.

“When he’s won the game?” Amber asked.

“Sí. When you’ve won the game.” He grinned and took a sip.

“Aren’t you playing too?” Amber asked.

Miguel exchanged a look with Kyra and Rosa. Ana had sat up straighter at Amber’s question and was watching her brother intently.

Rosa whispered something in Spanish and Miguel nodded. “We’re all happy with what we have. Yeah, Rosa wants to see her home again, but elves live a long time. It’s not out of the question. Kyra doesn’t care one way or the other, and all Tío wants is to get bigger. That’s all dungeons care about. I don’t need anything more out of life.”

Ana sat back down, lost in thought again.

“Rosa,” I said, turning to the elf. “It doesn’t work that way, does it?”

She shook her head. “But we don’t care,” she said.

“That’s right,” Miguel said, raising his beer again. “Fuck the gods and their game. We’ll hide out in Tío until they give up looking for us. If the game never ends, no one wins. And everyone goes home with blue balls.”

I sipped my beer and thought. “What if there were another way?” I asked.

Miguel raised a questioning brow and waited for me to continue.

“You ever think about what your bonding ritual would be?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I think mine would be a fist bump,” I said. “And I mean a really fucking good one. You know what I mean? Like the kind you do with intent, if that makes sense.”

“None whatsoever, brother. Must be a white dude thing.”

“Maybe. But seriously, you think about it?”

“I mean, until I met you, I thought it was fuck ‘em if they’re a woman, and clear them if they’re a dungeon. I didn’t actually believe anything with a dick could be a Leash until I saw your gargoyles.”

“Anyone can be a Leash,” Rosa said. “Even regular people.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Lilly told me that a lot of Leashers bond with their friends or family. Not just potential Leashes.”

“Sure. I dunno, though. I’d have to think about it. Why?” Miguel took another long sip and studied me.

“What if we didn’t have to beat each other to win the game?” I said.

“You want to leash my brother,” Ana said.

“I was more wondering if it were possible, honestly.” I looked at Rosa who had furrowed her brows in thought.

“I don’t think it’s impossible,” she said finally. “But why would Miguel agree to that?”

“Because he doesn’t care about the game. If what I’m thinking is right, it would essentially mean you’re out of the running. But nothing should change for you. I think.”

Fawn leaned forward and pulled another beer from the open box. “Miguel would still be bonded to his Leashes,” she said. “But he would become our cohort. If Jamie wished it, our Bondmate, but I suspect neither of them would like that.”

Miguel and I looked at each other and both shook our heads. We did not need or want that kind of relationship.

“Do you know something of this, Fawn?” Rosa asked.

Fawn shrugged. It was an impressive shrug. She was watching me too much, I decided. “I know bonds and names. I see them. Or sense them, would be the correct word in English. I know you were Miguel’s first Leash. The strand between you is brighter than with Kyra, though hers shines brilliantly as well. The bond is stronger after mating. Which is why I encourage my mate to have relations with all his Leashes. Those that meet his tastes, at least.”

“But you think what I’m saying is possible?” I asked.

She tilted her head back and forth, looking from me to Miguel and back. “Yes. You would only be bonded to him. He would not sense your Leashes, nor you his. He would be your Leash, and you his Leasher. Or the opposite if that were what you decided on.”

“What’s your plan?” Miguel said after we’d sat in silence for a moment. “Over in that liminal bullshit world, I mean.”

I pointed to the stack of duffel bags Amber had labeled as “Gacha.”

“I’m going to build an army. I’m going to find out who’s hunting us and how they know my name, and I’m going to beat them. Then I’m going to make sure no other asshole Leashers get a big enough head to try me. I haven’t figured it out beyond that.”

Miguel downed his beer before standing up and walking over to me. He held out a hand. When I didn’t take it right away, he gestured for me to take it. I did, and he pulled me up. “Promise me you’ll kick at least one god in the teeth if you get the chance, yeah?”

“I’ll do my best.”

He grabbed me by the head, a hand on each cheek, and planted a firm kiss on my lips. “That’s what I think my bonding ritual would look like.”

❖

“Did it… did it work?” Amber asked.

“Yup,” I said, still a little surprised.

“It’s weird, man,” Miguel said, sitting back down and pulling out another beer. “I don’t know how I feel about it. The connection this way feels… different. How’s it feel for you?”

“Same as everyone else, I think.” I focused on the connection in the back of my mind. He was feeling discomfort. Maybe a little regret.

“Sorry,” I told him.

“Damn, so you can feel everything like normal, huh?”

Before I could answer my phone started ringing. It was Lilly. I was a little proud of her for figuring the thing out so fast.

“Hey, Lil,” I said.

“What did you do?” she asked, voice concerned. “What did you leash?”

“Oh, just Miguel.”

There was silence on the other side for a long time. “What?”

“How could you tell I’d bonded someone? You get a power jump? I didn’t notice anything. Did you guys?” I pointed at Amber and Fawn.

Amber made a face that said, “How the fuck should I know?” and Fawn simply nodded.

“I noticed,” Rosa said. “Miguel’s strength has almost tripled.”

“You can tell that?” Miguel asked. “I feel the same.” He narrowed his eyes as he considered. “I think I feel the same.”

Kyra yawned and stretched on all fours. “Definitely stronger. Smell more like you.”

“Shit, that’s cool.” Miguel flexed a hand and stared at it, as though he could see that new strength.

“Is that Rosa?” Lilly asked. “Put me on speaker. Grace wants to talk to everyone.”

I put my phone on speaker, and there was a moment of awkward rustling and patient whispering on the other line as Grace helped Lilly figure out how to do the same.

At last, Grace spoke up. “I missed your answer, Mr. Beckett. What did you bond with?”

“Hello Señorita Hallow,” Miguel said, a smile spreading at the sound of her voice. I felt genuine attraction from him through the bond, and I felt a pang of jealousy from myself at that.

“Hello, Señor Sanchez.”

“He leashed me,” Miguel said. “Thought we’d shake things up.”

There was another long pause.

“And it worked?”

“Yup,” I said. “Do you feel more powerful? Get the level up?”

“Lilly and I are both recovered enough to return right now, if that answers your question. I expected to need at least five more hours of sleep after everything today.”

“So, are you coming back now?” I asked.

I’d been trying to act like I wasn’t terrified of another portal opening and pouring another army of assholes into the house, but the knowledge that we could move to safety sooner almost made me float out of my seat it was such a weight off.

“Lilly has gone to wake Nettie and Gareth. We will return within the hour. How did packing go?”

“All done. Just your fish tank and mirror unpacked.”

“Impressive. I’ll have to reward you later. Goodbye, everyone.”

The call ended.

“Reward you later?” Amber asked. “Hell does that mean?”

I now felt jealousy pulsing from Miguel, but he had a shit-eating grin on his face. “You lucky dog,” he said.

“What? That could have meant anything,” I said.

True to her word, they arrived back within the hour.

I sensed them a heartbeat before I heard the loud clap of Lilly’s enhanced teleportation. The four of them appeared amid all the boxes and bags that we were currently lounging on.

Kyra let out a yip of surprise and moved herself between Miguel and the newcomers, but calmed down when she realized who it was.

Lilly and Rosa ignored everyone else and, without a word, moved to one side of the room to have an urgent conversation in their native birdsong.

Nettie was dressed in a pair of pajama pants and a hoodie. She also had a bag over her shoulder. I hadn’t even considered that her going home meant she could get some of her own stuff. Poor girl hadn’t been able to wear her own clothes in well over a month at this point.

Next to Nettie, her brother looked like he was about to throw up.

“Hey, Gareth,” I said. “Long time no see, man.” I moved over to them, pulling Nettie into a hug and waving at the young man.

He raised a nervous hand and returned my wave. He looked like a deer caught in headlights.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Honestly, man? I have no fucking idea what’s going on.”

Nettie punched him in the arm. “Language,” she said.

“Sorry.” He rubbed his arm and managed a look of sincere remorse.

Grace was studying the piles of boxes and bags like a queen inspecting an army about to march to war.

“Pass muster?” I asked.

She nodded. “Should be easy to move.”

“Are we going now?” Amber asked.

Both Grace and I nodded. Grace gave me a small smile at our synchronization. “Why not?” I asked.

“Guess you’re right.” She rose to her feet. “How can I help you, Ma’am?” she asked Grace.

“Can you show me where you have everything packed to start? I’m hoping you have it mostly consolidated?”

Amber explained our system as she led Grace toward the stairs.

“We’ll stick around until you’ve left,” Miguel told me.

“Thanks, man,” I said.

In the far corner of the room, Ana had interrupted Lilly and Rosa.

Lilly nodded at whatever was said before taking Ana’s hand and teleporting the two of them away.

“Was that Skye Hex?” Gareth whispered to me.

“How do you know that name?” I asked.

His cheeks turned slightly red. “What name?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Good answer.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Nettie whispered to us.

“Nothing,” Gareth assured her.

She matched my narrowed eyes and glared at her brother over her glasses.

“Let me introduce you to everyone, man,” I said to Gareth. “At least, everyone that’s here. Then I’d suggest taking a seat. It’s gonna be a long day, so you should rest while you can.”

“I mean, I was sleeping pretty well until Nettie kicked my door in.”

I looked closer at him and realized he was also wearing pajamas. His hair was standing up at all angles, and neither of his shoes were tied.

He fell asleep on one of the couches pretty quickly. He was definitely tired, because he didn’t even blink twice at the wolf girl who was currently sniffing his messy hair.

When Grace and Amber returned, I pulled the sorceress aside to discuss the game plan. Amber and Nettie glued themselves to my side to listen, and I felt dumb for making Grace cross the room with me.

“How many people can you move at once?” I asked her.

“It used to be three. Now I think it’s four. Maybe five.”

“Great. You’re going to send me and the gargoyles first.”

“You sure?” Amber asked.

“What about the time thing?” Nettie asked before I could answer.

“I have a solution to both the number of people I can send and the time problem,” Grace assured us.

“And what’s that?”

“You’ll have to wait and see.”

She strode away from us to the pile in the center of the room.

She moved her hands up in front of her. From behind I couldn’t see the movement of her fingers, but I could see the faint purple glow.

And the bags and boxes were gone.

“Is the mirror still in the room?” she asked.

“You told me not to touch, so I didn’t touch.”

“Good.” There was a pulse of satisfaction through our bond.

She moved into the room and stopped at the door.

“Señor Sanchez,” she said.

“Yes?” Miguel moved to her side a little too quickly for my liking.

“I have a gift for your Tío.” She stepped up to the fish tank and tapped gently on the glass.

The tentacle monster waved his appendages at her excitedly. She waved her fingers back, smiling as he pressed against the glass.

After some back and forth, the monster grabbed one of his tentacles with another and ripped it off. He reverently passed it up out of the tank to Grace.

She gently patted his still-attached limb before presenting a horrified Miguel with the gift.

“Give this to your dungeon. It contains a powerful healing magic. I suspect Tío will be able to do something with it.”

“Thank you?” Miguel said, taking the dismembered limb.

“Poor little guy,” Amber said. “He just wants to be helpful.”

“If you say so.” If he really wanted to be helpful, he would let me bond him. But no, he had to hold a grudge.

“Are we bringing him with?” I asked Grace.

“Of course we are.” It was the most offended I had ever heard her. She reached a hand into the tank, and the thing crawled up and mounted himself on her shoulder. I noticed a newly forming nub where he had ripped off Miguel’s gift.

Then she moved over to the mirror and repeated the spell that had moved the pile of stuff before. It vanished as if it had never been there.

She moved to the door and stopped, looking back at the empty room for a few beats before she flipped the light off and closed the door.

Made me think of the end of every sitcom ever.

We all trailed upstairs after Grace and watched as she sent the pile of bags in the entryway after the stuff from the basement. Then she moved to the kitchen and stopped.

She turned and gave Amber and me something approaching a look of disapproval.

“It was Jamie’s idea,” Amber said, taking one step away from me.

“What the fuck, dude?” I hissed at her.

Nettie punched me in the arm the way she’d punched Gareth before.

She opened her eyes wide in surprise. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s okay,” I said, rubbing what I was sure would be a bruise later.

“You get used to it,” Gareth mumbled from Nettie’s other side.

Grace teleported the booze and all the food we’d packed away to the other world.

The room filled with the scent of wildflower and we all turned to find Lilly and Ana standing at the door.

Ana had a wheeled suitcase at her side and a large laptop bag slung over her shoulder.

“Hermana?” Miguel asked.

She moved over to him and gave him a hug, whispering in his ear. He chuckled and responded in Spanish.

I really needed to take another class…

Lilly slid into the space Amber had opened up when she’d thrown me under the bus. “Ana is coming with us,” she said. “She said something about Chat loving the backrooms and how it would do wonders for her views. Whatever that means.”

Ana finished her conversation with her brother and then moved to hug Rosa and Kyra goodbye. Then turned to me. “You okay if I join you, Mr. Leasher?” She gave me a wink, and the neon cartoon star appeared again.

“Sick,” Gareth said to himself.

“Happy to have you along,” I said.

“Very good. Let’s all move outside, if that’s all right with you, Mr. Beckett.” Grace flipped the kitchen light off and swayed out of the room without waiting for any of us to acknowledge her.

We all stood in the driveway as Grace closed and locked the front door. She turned to Miguel and handed him the keys. “It’s fully paid off. The maids come by on the second and fourth Saturdays of every month. There’s a duffel bag full of money in the trunk of the red car in the garage. Use it to patch up the bullet holes.”

“Are you serious?” he asked.

“I’d wait a little while. Our new friends know we were here. They may come looking. But when you feel it’s safe.”

She turned from him to face me. “Mr. Beckett, if I could have your help again, I would be very grateful.”

“What do you need?” I asked.

“Can you create a shield right about here?” she indicated a spot a few feet from the front door. “Flat, if you don’t mind. Angled toward us. About the size of a doorway?”

She took my hand the same way she had when we’d completed the barrier. I did not fail to notice the way her fingers trailed up my arm to my wrist.

“Please hold it in your palm. Just like before.” She lowered her voice so only I could hear. “And think about that night. That place. Our bed.”

I was really glad that only she and Fawn could feel my emotions, because I knew I was getting a bit of a chub at that moment.

I formed the shield as she had instructed, and she traced different patterns on the back of my hand and up my arm.

As the shield formed, it sliced up through the air creating an opening we could all see through.

“Now tie it off,” Grace urged me.

I did so, and she slowly lowered my arm away.

It was there, a door to the World Between.

Fawn stepped forward, just stopping herself from shoving Grace and me out of the way. “Is this real?” she asked, head tilting back and forth.

I nodded. “Want to do the honors?” I asked her.

“May I?”

Grace and I stepped aside, and the Fey woman ducked through the portal.

“Allow us to go next, my lord,” Roc insisted. “I would like to set up a perimeter before you and the rest enter.”

I sighed. “Go ahead. That was my plan anyway. But I’m coming with you.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

I turned to everyone else. “Miguel, it’s been real. I hope we see each other sooner than later. Rosa, Kyra, I hope we can get to know each other more whenever we can. And guys?” I looked to all my Leashes. “See you on the other side.”


Part Three

WALLS BETWEEN




17




It took us a few days to fully settle into the new environment. We didn’t really venture past the one little cul-de-sac at the center of the neighborhood.

The original plan had been that everyone would get their own house. A two-room, two bath for the low, low cost of living in a haunted dream world was a pretty good deal. But other than Grace and Ana, no one seemed too keen on taking their own place just yet.

So, the first night ended up being a giant sleepover. Except for Fawn, who slept on the front lawn, the rest of us grabbed blankets and sleeping bags and crashed on the floor of the living room of the house that was chosen for me.

Unfortunately, it didn’t turn into one of those fun, sexy slumber parties, since Nettie’s brother was sleeping on the couch.

And all of us were too tired for a pillow fight, anyway. It had taken a while to get everything moved out of the street and into the houses.

We chose one of the empty houses and turned it into the Gacha House. All the items from the storage room were moved in there. We couldn’t rest until that was all out of the street, at least.

Grace retired to the house she’d chosen for herself, and the rest of us had our little slumber party.

Ana got a bunch of pictures of all of us and the neighborhood to upload to her account, letting her subscribers know that she was going to be streaming from the backrooms for the time being.

“Did you just censor Lilly’s feet?” I asked as Ana snapped a pic of the elf. Lilly’s feet were both pixelated while the camera was pointing at her.

“They’re not getting feet for free, Jamie,” she said.

Gareth nodded knowingly.

“See? He knows what I’m talking about.”

The next morning we assigned homes.

Everyone agreed that the house we’d slept in the first night would be mine. According to the sign at the corner, the cul-de-sac was a part of Second Street, making my new address 627 Second St.

Grace had already claimed 629. Ana took 631. Fawn didn’t want her own. Now that she was this close to the woods, she would not be trapped by walls again.

Amber, Nettie, and Lilly had a sidebar that, from what I could see, got a little heated. I don’t know how they decided, but Amber won the house on my other side, 625. Nettie and Gareth got the next one, 623. And Lilly took the last one, directly opposite Ana, 621.

Because Grace was essentially a doomsday prepper, we had enough freeze dried food and bottled water to last us a good while, but I wanted to make sure we had access to other stuff, too, since I knew how easy it was to get bored with the same stuff constantly. And since I was also planning on playing more Gacha as soon as we were ready, we were going to need more eventually.

I was going on the assumption that, much like the motel, the neighborhood would have something like a convenience store nearby. Grace had mentioned there was a movie theater. Maybe there was a grocery store?

If not, Fawn assured us there would be animals we could hunt, and plants to forage.

We didn’t venture out past the barrier, though.

We spent most of the first day resting. After everyone had chosen a house, we moved everything we’d left in the street the night before inside.

All the homes were identical from what I could tell. At least as far as floor plan went. All of them had different carpets and wallpaper, but they were all the same brand of nineties suburbia. Even with different colors or patterns, it would be easy to mistake the interior of any of the buildings for the others.

After everyone was settled and we’d made the important decisions, such as where we’d keep all our food, booze, and the bags full of physical media Amber had been sure to pack, we set up the projector and speakers in Amber’s living room.

Lilly sat on the floor sorting DVDs and Blu-rays while Amber walked me through the proper procedure for setting up the projector.

“So many movies,” Lilly said. “Is this one any good?” She repeated this process with almost every movie she looked at, holding up the case for us to praise or criticize whatever she was inspecting.

“What is the proper order I should put these in?” Lilly asked. She’d already separated everything live-action from animated.

“Genre, then alphabetical,” Amber said.

“What genre is this one?”

“That’s horror, babes. Let’s not watch any of those tonight.”

“There’s nothing wrong with rewatching a film, correct?” Lilly asked.

“Why would there be anything wrong with that?” I asked. “Everything we’ve watched with you we’ve seen before.”

“Then could I request a familiar film? It might help with the general air of unease in this place.”

“Good call,” Amber said. “Pick your favorite.”

Lilly held up a copy of My Neighbor Totoro.

“You got it, Babes,” Amber said.

“Movie night!” Amber announced to the cul-de-sac by shouting out of her front door.

Nettie had been spending the day helping her brother adjust to his new reality, and as soon as Amber made her announcement, Nettie came running, dragging Gareth behind her.

Fawn materialized from somewhere. She’d stripped out of her clothes at some point. Nettie covered her brother’s eyes until Amber could convince the fey to wrap herself in a blanket. “Don’t want you corrupting the innocent youth of the neighborhood, queen.”

Fawn seemed disappointed, but obliged.

“Everyone invited?” Ana shouted from a second-story window in her house.

“You know it, Hermana!” Amber shouted back. “Chat can come, too!”

“Chat wants to know what we’re watching!”

“Totoro!”

“We’ll be right there!”

As soon as Ana let herself into the house, all bare feet immediately pixelated.

“Chat wants to know what snacks we’re having,” Ana said.

Nettie held up a full bowl of popcorn, and Amber flourished a beer bottle.

“Popcorn is not boring, Chat,” Ana argued with her phone.

“Jamie, you want to go ask Grace if she wants to join us?” Amber asked me as she settled on the floor next to Lilly. “We’ll wait for you.”

I gave Amber a salute and headed for the door. Grace was already letting herself in.

While the rest of us were dressed in a mix of sweatpants, t-shirts or jeans and hoodies. Or, in Fawn’s case, naked under a blanket. Grace was in one of her trademark black dresses and a broad-brimmed cap.

“Did I hear the announcement for movie night?” she asked me.

“I was just coming to make sure you knew you were invited,” I said.

“I was just coming to find you,” she said.

“Oh?”

“It can wait until another time, but I wanted to go over some things with you.”

“What things?” I asked.

She peered around me into the crowded living room before meeting my eyes. She raised a questioning eyebrow, but said nothing else.

I got the message.

She gave me one of her tight smiles when she knew I understood. “Meet me in the—what did you call it? The Gacha House? I really want to discuss some options with you.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said. “I’ll see you there shortly.”

I moved back into the living room. “Hey, you guys start without me. Grace needs my help with something.”

“What’s up?” Amber asked.

“Just making some plans about the Gacha. I’ll let you know what we figure out.”

“Do you need my help?” Lilly asked, rising.

“No, it’s okay. Enjoy the movie.”

“Okay, if you’re sure.”

❖

The Gacha House was the first house before the cul-de-sac proper. We’d discussed keeping all the items in my house, or even Grace’s, but considering we didn’t know exactly what every item did yet, we decided we should keep everything a little farther away. At least until Grace had the time to prepare a containment spell like she’d had on the storage room in the beach house.

The sun was still out, so Roc and the others were still in statue form. I took the opportunity to check on all of them.

Mason was perched on top of Ana’s house, and Lazuli on top of Lilly’s. Roc was standing in the middle of the road at the entrance to the cul-de-sac, arms crossed.

I decided I needed to make time to spend with the three of them one of these nights. They’d done so much for me already, and I still didn’t feel like I knew them well enough.

Grace opened the door for me as I stepped up to it.

“Very punctual. I appreciate that, Mr. Beckett.”

“You said you needed my help, I wouldn’t leave you waiting.”

She stepped aside to let me enter, closing the door as soon as I crossed the threshold.

She grabbed my shoulder and spun me around to face her.

She snaked an arm around my neck and pulled me in for a kiss.

It was a long, hard kiss. There was an urgency to it that I wouldn’t have expected from her. Her mouth moved in rhythm with mine, her tongue pushing into my mouth to meet mine.

When she finally pulled away, she bit my lower lip.

“I said I owed you a reward, didn’t I?” she breathed. “Would you like that now or later?”

“Now, please.”

“Try again,” she said, already working on my belt.

“Now please, Mistress,” I answered.

“Good boy.” She removed my belt in one clean motion. “I’m going to give you your reward now, and then you’re going to give me mine.”

“Yours?” I asked.

“Don’t I deserve a reward? Have I not been a good mistress?” she asked as she was lowering herself to her knees.

She finished undoing my pants and pulled my dick out. “Have I been good to you?” she asked again, stroking my already hardening cock.

“So good,” I answered, already lost in the sensation of her touch.

She smiled up at me, a genuine wide smile, before she took me in her mouth.

It didn’t take long for me to get to full mast. Just the thought of my reward, as she’d called it, had me ready to go. And seeing Grace of all people on her knees with my cock in her mouth was not something I’d expected. It helped that it felt amazing.

She bobbed her head up and down, letting out satisfying, wet moans with every motion.

Just as I was settling in for the ride, she popped me out of her mouth. She ran a hand up and down my shaft. “Very good,” she said, admiring her work at getting me up so quickly.

She rose to her feet and turned away from me. She glanced over her shoulder at me. “Now, it’s time for your reward.”

“That wasn’t my reward?” I asked.

She shook her head as she hiked up her skirt and bent forward, giving me the full, glorious view. She wasn’t wearing panties, and as she reached back with one hand to spread her pussy open for me, I could see she was already wet and ready. “Your reward is that you’re allowed to touch.”

She spread her legs and placed her hands on the wall to balance herself. “And my reward is that I’m going to let you do all the work this time,” she added.

I was more than happy with that arrangement.

I stepped up behind her and claimed my reward. With one hand I firmly grasped one of her ample ass cheeks and spread it. She was as soft and warm as I knew she’d be. Just the right amount of give in those cheeks. She really had the best ass I’d ever seen.

With my other hand, I ran a finger up and down her wet slit. She let out a soft moan of pleasure.

I grabbed my dick and lined myself up. I spent some time rubbing my tip up and down, following the same path I’d just taken with my finger.

“Going to make me wait?” she asked.

I didn’t answer, just enjoyed the feeling of her soft folds as I moved myself up and down.

“Are you going to make me beg, Mr. Beckett?” she asked, her voice more desperate than I’d ever have expected from her.

“I would never make you beg,” I answered. “A simple please is all I need.”

She tsked. “You can be such a naughty boy sometimes, Mr. Beckett. Very well. Will you please fuck my brains out?”

“Yes, Mistress,” I said, and I pushed myself inside her. She was as warm and welcoming as I remembered.

“Thank you,” she gasped as I thrust.

I grabbed her hips as I moved in a steady but insistent rhythm. I knew what she wanted. This was a quick and dirty fuck. She wanted me to use her like this. I could feel that desire and the satisfaction in our bond.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she whispered with every thrust.

I pulled back with my right hand and slapped her ass cheek hard.

“Ah!” she let out a surprised, but excited gasp.

“Do you like that, Mistress?” I asked with a growl.

“Yes,” she admitted, voice excited.

“Would you like another?” I asked.

She let out a gasp as I increased my speed before she could answer. She nodded. “Yes, Jamie. Yes, I would like another,” she got out between gasps.

I slapped the same cheek, harder.

She let out another cry.

Despite what she’d said about me doing all the work, she started to move in time with me, moving back and forth.

With every stroke, I almost fully left her before slamming back in full force. It was much rougher than I usually was with a woman, but I could tell it was what she wanted, and she was moving herself with just as much force as I was, ensuring that every thrust was getting as deep as possible.

“Don’t stop,” she demanded. “Never stop fucking me like this.”

I did my best to oblige, but I could feel myself reaching my limit. The buildup was already there, preparing for release. But I resisted as much as I could. I always wanted to make sure the woman finished first if I could help it, but sometimes it didn’t happen. I couldn’t let that be the case with Grace. I didn’t think she would think less of me, but I would.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered. Her hands slipped, and she fell forward toward the wall, just catching herself with her forearms. “Don’t fucking stop,” she reminded me.

I kept going as her moans and soft whispers of “yes yes yes,” got louder and more insistent.

“I’m almost there,” she announced.

The relief of that news helped me find the strength to endure just a little longer. I’d found her rhythm, and I did my best to maintain it until she let out one final moan of “Oh, fuck.”

She tightened around me, her legs shaking and thighs twitching.

I finished half a breath later, filling her up as I fell forward onto her back.

Grace rested her face against the wall, breathing heavy. “Thank you, Jamie,” she said, voice soft. “I really needed that.”

She gasped again as I pulled myself out of her, my cum spilling down her leg and onto the carpet of the entryway.

I helped her up, and she adjusted her skirt, her legs still shaking.

I reached out and cupped her chin in my hand. Her eyes opened slightly in surprise as I pulled her in for one more kiss.

“Thank you,” I said. “I will always need that.”

She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, I did actually want to talk to you about something.”

“Oh yeah. What’s up?”

She took a shaky step farther into the house, took a moment for a deep breath and then continued with her usual smooth sway. She looked the image of composure and grace, if not for the fluid running down her leg.

“This is just my suggestion, but based on what you’ve stated your plans are going forward, I think this might be the right choice for your next Leash.”

The living room and kitchen held the stacked and sorted items from the old storage room. The coffee table currently held the stacks of books. It bothered me a little that they weren’t on a bookshelf, but we’d get there.

Grace bent down and lifted a book from the top of the pile and handed it to me.

I couldn’t interpret the runes on the cover.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t know exactly what the Leash will be, but the title of the book is The General.”

“Oh, shit.”

“If you want to raise an army like you said, this is the place to start.”

“I agree. When we doing it?”

“I would recommend tomorrow. We shouldn’t interrupt movie night for this.”

“No, we shouldn’t.” I could tell everyone needed a chance to unwind. “Tomorrow, then.”

“Good. Now, if you don’t mind, I am going to go clean up.”

“Need a hand?” I offered.

She took my hand and led me to the stairs. “I made sure there were towels and soap.”
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I let myself back into Amber’s house and crept to the entry of the living room.

The movie was a little over halfway through. I’d spent less time with Grace than I’d thought I had.

Lilly was lying in Amber’s lap while the other woman fed her popcorn one piece at a time. Her feet were still pixelated.

Ana was spread out on one couch, fairly engrossed in the movie, but her phone hovered over her shoulder, randomly rotating to catch everyone in the darkened room.

Nettie and Gareth were on the room’s other couch. Nettie was hugging her legs to herself and had her hoodie pulled up, covering most of her face. Only the frames of her glasses were visible.

Gareth was trying very hard not to stare at Fawn, who had spread out on the floor near the couch. She was still mostly covered by the blanket, but showing enough of her pink skin to excite any teenage boy.

I snuck around the back of the couches to not get in the way of the movie. Lilly and Amber grinned up at me from the floor, and I waved and pointed to Nettie. They glanced over at the dejected figure and both nodded silently before returning to the movie.

Fawn had noticed me and had sat up, blanket almost falling to fully reveal a heavy breast.

Nettie still hadn’t noticed I was there and didn’t register right away when I sat next to her.

She jumped slightly as I put an arm around her.

She pulled the hood back, her expression immediately lighting up.

“You were gone so long,” she whispered, nestling into me.

“Sorry. Grace and I were figuring out the next Leash she’s going to summon.”

“Oh? What is it?”

“Shhh!” Ana hushed us from the other couch. “Movie time.”

“I’ll tell you after the movie,” I promised.

She nodded and nestled into me.

Fawn shifted over so she was sitting directly in front of me and placed her head in my lap. She grinned up at me, her sharp teeth glowing in the darkened room.

I moved a hand down and caressed the side of her face. She let out a soft and satisfied bleat.

Gareth’s gaze moved from Fawn to me. His expression was a mix of horror and awe.

The movie ended, and Ana sat up, her phone spinning around to face her. “What’d you think, Chat? Good one, right? Did you know it’s Lilly’s favorite movie?”

The phone angled down to look at Lilly, who stared back at it wide-eyed. “Uh, yes, it is my favorite movie. It was the first movie I ever saw.”

I couldn’t read from my seat, but I could see the stream of chatter in the chat. I knew at least one viewer was expressing their distaste at the pixelated feet.

Ana grabbed the phone out of the air and aimed it back at herself. “Alright, Chat. I’m gonna call it there for now. I’ll be back on in a few hours for our nightly hangout. Love you guys!”

She blew a kiss at the camera and a neon pink heart floated above her hand.

“Wow,” Gareth whispered.

“Okay,” Ana spun in her seat, legs folded under her and stared at me. “You were gonna tell us about your next Leash? Is that what you and Net were whispering about?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Amber and Lilly followed Ana’s example and spun to face me. “New harem member?” Amber asked.

“What?” I asked.

“What did you decide on?” Lilly asked, thankfully ignoring Amber’s question for me.

“It’s one of the books. The title is The General.”

Lilly nodded her approval.

“We’re going to do the ritual tomorrow morning.”

“Mind if I stream it?” Ana asked. “I usually do a lo-fi study stream in the morning, but I’m sure Chat won’t mind if there’s more of a show.”

“I guess not.” I’d been surprised at first when her phone could still connect to her stream. None of us had any signal, and from what she’d told me, she didn’t have access to anything else.

She wouldn’t elaborate when I asked how it worked.

“What’s the plan for the rest of the night?” Amber asked. “We want to watch a few more movies? Eat dinner while we watch?”

Lilly was practically vibrating with excitement at that prospect. She teleported from her spot to the pile of movies on the opposite side of the room and began filtering through them for our next watch.

“I will pass on the rest of movie night, if that does not offend anyone,” Fawn said. “I would like to spend the early hours of nightfall hunting.”

“There’s stuff to hunt in the neighborhood?” I asked.

Fawn shook her head. “No, my mate. But I am your Leash, so I am able to leave and enter the barrier you and my Bondwife Grace have placed.”

“Oh, have you found anything interesting out there?” I asked.

She sat up, her excitement almost matching Lilly’s for more movies. Her blanket fell down her shoulders, but Amber was ready, pulling it back up before Gareth was corrupted beyond saving. “I have, my mate. I would love to take you to see the wonders I have found.”

“Okay. It’s a date.”

Fawn’s face split in a wide grin. “A date. Yes, I like that. Thank you, my mate.”

She rose to her hooves, bending over and kissing me on the forehead.

She turned to Amber and bowed. “Thank you for being a wonderful host, Bondwife Amber. I hope you will allow me to visit again on the next movie night.”

“You’re always welcome, Fawn,” Amber said.

Fawn bid the room farewell and let herself out. She left her modesty blanket at the door.

“She’ll be okay, right?” Nettie asked me.

“She lived in the woods a long time before we found her,” I reassured her. “And she’s stronger now than she was then.”

Nettie returned to her position at my side.

Ana rose and stretched. “I think I’ll pass, too. I’ll stay later next time, I promise.”

“You’re good, Hermana,” Amber said. “See you tomorrow.”

“Bye, guys,” Ana waved at all of us. “Good luck tomorrow, Mr. Leasher.” She gave me a star-enhanced wink as she left.

“I think I’m gonna call it, too,” Gareth said. “It is safe to walk home, right?” he asked.

“Totally safe. Gonna feel weird out there, probably always will, but you’ll be safe,” I told him.

“Are you sure?” Nettie asked. “Want me to walk you home?”

He shook his head. “I’ll be fine, Net. You hang out. Love ya.”

“Love you, Gareth,” she said.

“Just us?” Amber asked.

“Are we still watching more?” Lilly asked.

“For sure, Babes,” Amber said. “But now that everyone else is gone, we’re doing this.” She ran to the front door and locked it.

She grabbed the blanket she and Lilly had been sitting under before dropping onto the couch on my other side. She spread the blanket over the three of us. “Lilly, get the movie started and get over here.”

Lilly pushed play and teleported to the couch. She lifted the blanket and slid into place next to Nettie.

Lilly stretched her legs out over the rest of us and grinned happily. “I found one I hadn’t seen yet,” she said as the opening credits started.

“Holy shit, Pom Poko!” I said. “Hope you guys are ready to see tanuki balls.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing some balls,” Amber said. Under the blanket, her hand moved to my thigh.

“Tell me about it,” Nettie said. Her hand moved to my other thigh.

Before I could say anything, the two women moved their hands to meet in the middle, right over my crotch.

To my surprise, neither of them reacted. They just stared straight ahead at the screen as Amber undid my belt, then Nettie the button and zipper.

Lilly glanced over and met Amber’s eye. Amber nodded.

Nettie finished freeing my dick from my underwear and started slowly moving her hand up and down my shaft.

Lilly surprised me a moment later as she hooked her leg around Nettie so she could reach my crotch with her foot.

She rubbed the tip of my dick with her sole, and I stiffened faster from the stimulation. This would not help me escape the allegations.

While the other two focused on my cock, Amber turned my face toward her and she pressed herself into me, pulling me into a deep kiss.

She leaned back after the kiss. With her hand still on my cheek, she turned my face again so Nettie could lean up and kiss me as well.

Lilly had to move her foot away so she could move closer. Once Nettie pulled back, gasping for breath, the elf moved in, not giving me a chance to catch my own breath before she got her kiss.

As I kissed Lilly, Amber removed Nettie’s hand from my shaft and took over handjob duties. Then Lilly released me from my kiss and turned her attention to Nettie. She kissed the other woman while undressing her.

Nettie let out a soft, “Oh,” of surprise as Lilly pulled off her hoodie and began undoing her pants.

Amber turned me back to face her, and she kissed me again, deeper and harder than before. With one hand she pumped away at my dick, while with the other she moved my hand under her shirt to one of her massive tits.

I eagerly kneaded, enjoying every sensation she was sharing with me.

Without warning, Amber released me, flipping the blanket off all of us to reveal my fully erect cock. She was still moving up and down as she leaned in and whispered in my ear. “Nettie gets to go first, but you’d better be ready for me and Lilly. We want our turns, too.”

With that, Lilly was guiding Nettie over me. The smaller woman had her hands over her blazing face as the elf helped her straddle my lap.

Amber guided my cock as Lilly got Nettie into position. With Lilly’s guidance, Nettie lowered herself down onto me.

“That is a gorgeous little pussy, Net,” Amber said. As she released my cock to make room for Nettie to envelop me, she ran a finger up Nettie’s folds and over her clit.

Nettie let out a sharp gasp.

As soon as Nettie was in position, I began to move, thrusting up from my seat. Lilly stood behind and held Nettie by the shoulder with one hand, the other looped around and fondled a breast, thumb and middle finger softly twisting one of Nettie’s dark nipples.

“Do you like that, Nettie?” Lilly asked.

Nettie let out a wordless cry as she dropped her hands from her face to rest on my shoulders. Her nails dug in as she gasped in time with my thrusts. Before long, she lost herself in the pleasure and moved in time with me.

Amber shifted behind Nettie, next to Lilly, and wrapped one hand around Lilly’s neck and pulled the elf into a kiss.

Lilly let out a surprised but elated gasp before she returned Amber’s kiss enthusiastically. She did not stop playing with Nettie’s breast. Amber moved her own free hand to Nettie’s other tit, and the two teased her while they made out with each other.

I felt a little left out, so I pulled Nettie’s face close to my own and kissed her as she rode me.

“Oh God, Jamie,” Nettie said, pulling back for air, “it feels so fucking good.” I loved when I could get her to break her own no-cursing rule like that.

Behind her, I noticed that Amber and Lilly were undressing each other. Both seemed very excited as they slowly revealed more of themselves.

“Those are the prettiest fucking nipples I’ve ever seen,” Amber let out, cupping one of Lilly’s breasts to admire the plump raspberry that nestled on top of the pale hillside.

“Those are as wonderful as I remember,” Lilly countered, cupping both of Amber’s enormous breasts.

Nettie glanced over her shoulder to get a view of the other two women. Amber caught the movement and moved Lilly to the open seat on the couch next to me.

Nettie let out an excited breath as she saw the other two women, finally. She’d already seen Lilly like this, but she still ate up the elf’s form.

Lilly let out a surprised moan as Amber moved a hand to her pussy.

Amber mirrored the moan a moment later when Lilly returned the favor.

The two women writhed against each other, trying to touch as much of the other as they could. I couldn’t blame them.

Nettie hugged me tightly, moving her gaze away from the other two for a moment to meet my eyes. She was still blushing furiously, but I could see the excitement in her eyes. I didn’t even need to check our bond to know she was enjoying this.

Lilly stretched toward Nettie and me, her back arching in pleasure as Amber fingered her. Lilly took one of my hands from Nettie’s waist and moved it to her own right breast. She rested her back against my chest. With her free hand, she grabbed the back of Nettie’s head and pulled the woman in for another kiss.

Nettie was kissing Lilly when she came. If it were possible, she grew even tighter as she let out a stream of gasps and moans.

She was still visibly shaking as she pulled herself off of me and collapsed on the other side of the couch.

“Your turn, Amber,” Lilly said.

Amber removed her hand from between Lilly’s legs and allowed the elf to help position her over me.

She let out a satisfied moan as she sank on top of me. She pulled me into a tight hug and kissed me fiercely as I moved. She rolled her hips in time with my upward thrusts.

I cupped both of her breasts, pushing them together enough that I could bend down and pull both her nipples into my mouth at the same time.

“Like that?” she asked, her regularly low voice husky with desire.

“Do you?” I countered.

“So fucking much.”

Next to me on the couch, Nettie had started to play with herself as she watched Amber ride me.

“Lilly,” Amber said, gasping slightly between my thrusts, “You should, ha, help Nettie out, ah, a little bit.”

Lilly teleported to the other side of the couch, landing on her knees between Nettie’s legs. Nettie let out a surprised gasp, then a more surprised but excited moan as Lilly began to eat her out.

“Hope you can hold it a little longer,” Amber whispered to me. “You still need to take care of Lilly, too. Oh, oh, fuck, Jamie, why do you feel so good? God, I love you.”

Next to me, Nettie screamed as Lilly helped her climax again.

Amber had pulled me into a tight hug as she bounced up and down on top of me. Her nails dug into my back as her tits melted wonderfully into my chest. Her face was buried in my shoulder, and was moaning and gasping with every thrust. Every time she groaned my name, I almost blew my load immediately.

“Please, God, please, Jamie.”

But I got lucky. Somehow, despite my body’s best efforts, I held out until Amber threw her head back and screamed. “Fuck!”

She collapsed forward again, kissing me even more fiercely before rolling off.

“Your turn, Lilly,” she said, almost completely out of breath.

Before Lilly could move to straddle me, I rose to my feet.

Lilly blinked up in surprise as I turned her around and bent her down in front of me. She rested her hands on the couch and glanced over her shoulder at me. “Like this, Master?” she asked as she pushed her ass up in the air for me.

I lined up and entered her in one smooth movement.

She moaned with delight as I moved inside her.

Amber stretched out on the couch. She reached out to play with Lilly’s hanging breasts. “Ride her, Jamie,” she instructed me.

Nettie reached out with her own tentative hand and massaged one of Lilly’s breasts. Amber grinned at her. “That’s right, Net, you don’t have to just watch.”

Nettie blushed deeply, but continued to massage Lilly.

Lilly let out an almost pained moan at the touch.

I was reaching my limit. I wanted to make Lilly cum first. I’d managed for Amber and Nettie, but I didn’t think I’d be able to make it to the end of Lilly’s road.

“Cum inside me, Master,” Lilly said, as though she were reading my mind. “Cum inside me as soon as you can. I want to feel it. I want to feel you finishing inside me.”

I lost it right there.

Amber raised her free hand and cheered for me. Nettie was staring at my face, her own a mask of excitement as she watched my expression as I finished.

“Hmmm,” Lilly sighed with pleasure. “Thank you, Master.”

Lilly fell forward onto the couch as I pulled out of her. She lay there, face resting on the cushion, ass still in the air.

On either side, the nude Amber and Nettie were touching themselves, their eyes moving from me to Lilly.

“We need to do this more often,” Amber said.

“Mm,” Lilly agreed.

Nettie just nodded, face still crimson, eyes still hungry.
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“Alright, Chat, you guys ready for a show?” Ana was circling around the cul-de-sac getting shots of all of us as Grace and I set up in the middle of the road.

All bare feet pixelated the second the camera turned toward them. Since everyone was just chilling on my lawn for the show, no one had opted to wear shoes. Even Gareth’s feet were given the pixilation treatment.

I was actually pretty happy to see everyone so relaxed. It was almost starting to feel like we were actually safe here.

They’d all pulled blankets outside, and Nettie had prepared a picnic lunch for the upcoming show.

Grace and I had spent a few minutes discussing contingency plans. Neither of us expected anything to go wrong, but we didn’t want to be unprepared.

“Are you ready?” Grace asked me softly enough that no one on the grass could hear us.

“I think so.”

“You can do this, Jamie,” she said.

I didn’t know what she was worried about. I’d been able to handle Roc and the others pretty easily. But she seemed nervous.

“What’s up?” I asked.

She bit her lower lip. A very uncharacteristic sign of concern. “I don’t know. I just don’t want you getting hurt.”

She was tightly gripping the book that we would use to summon my next potential Leash.

I placed a hand over hers and squeezed gently. “You know I got this, right?”

She took a breath and composed herself. “Yes. Forgive me, Mr. Beckett. I think the general atmosphere of this place is just getting to me.”

“I hear that.” The neighborhood was less oppressive than it had been before the barrier, but it still had an air of unease to it.

“Let’s begin.” She placed the book in the center of the road and instructed me to step back away from it.

She moved an equal distance away and began the spell. Her hands glowed purple as she moved them in that familiar pattern I still couldn’t follow.

The book glowed red. Pages curled and turned black as though exposed to open flame. The cover shot out a shower of sparks once, then twice, then a third time. With each explosion of light was the sound of a hammer on steel.

My chest burned more intensely at the proximity of a potential Leash. Then there was a final crash of sound, and the book erupted into a fountain of flames. As the sound of the roaring flame died, a full-chested scream replaced it, bestial and full of rage.

Standing in the middle of the fire was a woman. She was a full head taller than me, and I knew immediately that she was a blacksmith. The hammering and the sparks had been my first clue, but I knew I was correct when I saw the broad shoulders and bulging muscles on her arms.

Once the fire dimmed enough, I could make out that her skin was a dark green color, and I knew she must be an orc.

She was wearing thick leather pants covered in pockets and a matching apron that fell past her knees. Under the apron, she wore only a wrap of sweat-soaked white fabric.

Her thick black hair was long enough to reach her ass, and was elaborately braided. There were three metal rings braided into the hair, and a fourth at the bottom of the braid.

The scream had started before she’d appeared, I could tell that much, and I remembered what Grace had told us before about how the potential Leashes tied to each of the items in her collection were either about to die or that their individual stories were over. I wondered what could have scared this hulk of a woman enough to make her scream like that.

I didn’t have long to think about it, though. She’d noticed the change of scenery and was glancing around, her eyes still filled with a mix of fear and anger.

She saw me first.

In one hand she held a hammer and in the other a pair of tongs gripping a still-red length of steel.

She threw the tongs toward me. They tumbled end over end, the red metal leaving an afterimage in the air behind it.

I threw up a shield, and the point of whatever she’d been forging hit the barrier. It didn’t bounce off, though. Instead, it sank into the shield.

I was so distracted by the shard of half-forged metal that I didn’t notice her closing the distance between us.

She swung the hammer, striking the back of the glowing shard, and it pushed all the way through my defense, the shield shattering from the force of it.

I grunted in pain as the broken shield registered the way they always did, with a sharp stab in the back of my brain.

I threw up two more shields, one on either side of her, and pulled them in together, trapping her between the two invisible walls.

She snarled up at me, baring two rows of perfect white teeth, and two tusks that jutted up from her lower lip almost to her broad nose.

Her dark green eyes, almost black, burned with anger.

She dropped the hammer and shifted until she had her arms crossed in front of her. She opened her hands, and I felt it as the fingers of her hands sank into the shields just like the steel hand.

She roared in rage again as she tore the shields apart with her bare hands.

“Holy shit, that was awesome,” I managed before she lunged toward me.

She froze in place, eyes wide in shock. She was glowing purple. Grace had stepped in.

I held up my hands, palms out. “We’re friends! Friendly! Please understand me.”

She closed her eyes in what I hoped was a calming breath, but her chest was still heaving like a bellows. She roared again and the purple glow exploded off of her like strips of confetti as she took the last step toward me.

She grabbed a giant fistful of my shirt and lifted me off the ground. She clenched her other hand into a fist that was big enough to hit all of my face with one swing.

Lilly teleported in, wildflowers mingling with the smell of ash and grease that surrounded the orc woman.

Lilly put a hand on the orc’s arm and shouted something in a guttural language. The orc froze and looked down at Lilly, confusion plain on her face. She blinked a few times, and I could see the anger dissipating. It had been like a fog over her face, and it cleared as Lilly kept repeating whatever she was saying.

The orc put me down and said something in the same language. Her voice was surprisingly smooth. I’d expected something rougher, closer to what that roar had been. Instead, it was warm and even. Deep for sure, but not as deep as her build had led me to expect.

Lilly answered, and the orc shook her head. She waved her hands in front of her as if Lilly’s words were disgusting to her. She spoke again, and I could tell it was a different language.

Lilly looked relieved and answered in this new language.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“She didn’t like my Orcish. We’re speaking Dwarvish now. It’s the common tongue where she’s from.”

“Is she from your world?” I asked.

“She is.” Lilly seemed excited about that. “Give me a minute to explain what’s happening.”

The orc waited patiently while Lilly spoke to me.

Lilly spoke Dwarvish again, pointing to me, then Grace. The orc took it all in, brows furrowed in concern. She interrupted occasionally with questions, and Lilly answered. At least, that’s what I assumed was happening.

She got to the part that I had to assume was about me being a Leasher, because she gestured at me and said my name.

The orc woman glanced at me. I could feel the weight of her disapproval in that glance.

She said something to Lilly before turning around and sitting down in the road. Legs folded under her. She reached over and picked up the hammer she had dropped and slipped it into a loop on the side of her pants.

“That didn’t seem to go very well,” I said.

“Well, it is a mixed result. She wanted to apologize for attacking you like that. She said that her village was under attack. Some soldiers had kicked her door in right as we brought her here. She is a little bitter about that… but she wouldn’t tell me everything. She seems to understand Leashers and Leashes well enough, but she says she refuses to chain herself to anyone that cannot understand her.”

“That’s fair. What do we do?”

Lilly shook her head. “I don’t know. I can keep talking to her, but that’s not going to get us anywhere.”

I glanced up and noticed that everyone was standing and staring, faces full of concern. Even Grace had an expression that bordered on fear.

I waved at everyone, and most of them visibly relaxed. Grace did not.

“Lilly, tell her she can pick any of these houses she wants for now. Make sure she has food and anything she needs. If she refuses to bond with me, we’ll figure out a way to get her home, if that’s what she wants. In the meantime, I guess I should learn Orcish.”

Lilly pulled a face. “It is a very complicated language, Jamie. A lot of people think orcs are stupid because they speak slowly, but they only speak that way because they have to be very careful with their words. Every syllable has multiple meanings, and those change based on the syllables before and after.”

“Dwarvish, then, I don’t know. But she’s strong, I can tell. And not just because she picked me up like I’m nothing. She tore through my shields with her bare hands. She literally screamed Grace’s magic away. Just… Tell her she impressed me. And I’ll do whatever I need to do to impress her back.”

❖

The orc chose a house as far from the rest of us as she could. I really couldn’t blame her for it. She’d been about to die, apparently, then had been pulled into a world completely alien to her. And only one person in that world could communicate with her.

I’d probably be pretty upset about the situation, too.

In fact, I was. I felt like shit about it. It was pretty low of me to expect that every potential Leash Grace summoned for me could communicate with me. I guess I’d kind of thought they’d all be like the gargoyles and be able to communicate the second we bonded. Fawn had been the same.

But hers had been different. She’d shared memories with me. She’d essentially learned English magically the first time we’d had sex.

Maybe there was a magical solution?

Grace hadn’t left my side all morning. She hadn’t said anything, just sort of hovered, her expression its normal calm mask, but I could feel the guilt and anxiety pulsing between our bond. I was not used to Grace not being able to control her emotions.

None of the other women had said anything either, not after Nettie had checked me for injuries. They all seemed willing to let Grace occupy the space around me for the time being. I suspected they could tell she was upset, even if she wasn’t showing it.

I’d told her it wasn’t her fault, and that I wasn’t hurt, so she had nothing to feel guilty about. She agreed with me, but continued to worry.

“And you’re sure you don’t have a spell to help me speak or understand other languages?” I asked Grace for what might have been the third time.

“I’m sorry, Jamie, but no. My magic doesn’t work that way.”

“Okay, sorry. This is just really frustrating, you know?”

“I know.”

Amber and Nettie were sitting on the other couch in my living room having a hushed conversation of their own. They seemed to come to an agreement, and Amber spoke up. “You should ask Fawn. Can’t she understand most languages?”

“I mean, she understands Spanish, somehow. Yeah, maybe she can understand Orcish, too. She can’t speak them, though, not without… Well, maybe I should just ask her.”

“Not without what?” Amber asked.

Nettie whispered something in her ear, and Amber laughed. “Oh, I see. Damn… Maybe you just need to fuck the orc muscle mommy?”

“What?” I asked.

Amber shook her head. “I’m kidding. I’m sure Fawn would support you in that decision, though.”

“Where is Fawn?” Grace asked.

I focused on my bond with the fey woman. “She’s outside the barrier again. Took off pretty shortly after the show this morning. She’s pretty happy to be back in her own world, I think.”

“She’ll be back for lunch,” Nettie assured me. “She doesn’t like going too long without seeing all of us.”

“I’ll talk to her about it when she gets back,” I said. “In the meantime, we need to think of something. I suspect that a lot of the Leashes from now on are going to have similar issues.”

“Just lucky Lilly knows so many languages,” Amber said.

“Yeah. But I don’t want to put all that on her. I rely on her so much as it is.”

“I think she’s okay with that,” Amber said.

Nettie nodded in agreement.

“I’m sure she’s okay with it, but I’m not,” I said. “I don’t want any of you guys doing more than is necessary. I need to pull my weight around here, too.”

I felt a pulse of gratitude from Grace’s bond. I knew I relied on her too much, as well. I needed to figure out a way to thank everyone for all they did.

“Sorry I’m not doing much,” Amber said.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I’m not pulling my weight,” Amber said. “I haven’t been able to transform since we fought the dragon, and all I can do is, God, I don’t even know what I’m doing around here.”

“Morale is important,” Grace said before I could respond. “Both Mr. Beckett and I have noticed how hard you work to keep everyone happy and distracted from the reality of our situation.”

“It’s true,” Nettie agreed, giving Amber a hug. “Movie nights have made all this a lot easier.”

“Yeah, but anyone could do that,” Amber insisted.

“But you’re the one trying,” I countered. “So shut up and accept the fact that you’re a valuable member of this team.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re only saying that because you like my tits.”

“No, but they are a nice bonus,” I said.

“I will admit, they do help,” Grace added, her gaze shifting down slightly to Amber’s chest.

Amber’s face flushed slightly at Grace’s inspection.

Nettie squeezed one of them, and Amber let out a surprised shout. “What the fuck, Nettie!?”

“Couldn’t resist,” Nettie said, blushing furiously.

Amber laughed before collapsing on top of Nettie, pinning her to the couch. “You little deviant,” she said as she massaged Nettie’s breasts through her hoodie.

“Ah,” Nettie let out an involuntary moan.

I turned to Grace. “She is very good for morale, isn’t she?”

“Very.”

A few hours later, Fawn did return, just as Nettie had predicted.

Everyone else had left before she let herself into my house and spread out on the living room floor.

I joined her and asked about her ability to understand other languages.

She tilted her head and considered me. “I only know the languages that belonged to names I have claimed.”

“Names? Like what you did with that big guy the other day?” I asked.

She nodded. “Just like that, yes. But I must apologize, my mate, I have no Orcish name.”

“Damn, well, it was worth a try. Wait, does that mean you have a Spanish name?”

“Indeed. If we were to consider the passage of time, which I know is important to you, it was a long time ago. A man in armor got lost in the woods.” Her grin scared me a little bit, so I didn’t ask for elaboration.

“What about Dwarvish?” I asked.

She shook her head. “My woods bordered closer to your world than my Bondwife Lilly’s. I know the languages of many elves, because they once belonged to the Woods. I do have several Goblin names, however.”

“Well, that would only help if we had goblins to summon,” I said.

“But you do,” she replied.

“We do?” I asked.

“There is a small pouch among Grace’s collection. It is full of broken arrowheads. They are goblin in origin. Would not that mean they would summon goblins?”

“Is there any way you could help me speak goblin?” I asked. Whether or not we ended up summoning a goblin Leash, the prospect of a possible solution to the language barrier was an exciting one. And I was really curious to see if this would work.

“I can give you one of my names, if you ask it of me.”

“You would do that for me?”

Her smile softened, and she traced a blade-tipped finger along my jaw. “I would do anything for you, my mate.”

“How do we go about doing that?” I asked, taking her hand in mine.

“There are several methods, but I can think of one that you might enjoy more.”

I had a suspicion I knew where this was going. “Is this going to be like the first time?” I asked her.

She nodded. “Very similar, yes. Would you like that?”

In truth, I still hadn’t had an orgasm like that first time with Fawn. It had felt like fire consuming me from the inside out. It had been painful and terrifying in equal measure, but it had been incredible as well. A fever dream of sensations. It wasn’t something I wanted every time I had sex, but it was something I had definitely wanted to experience again.

I nodded.

She rolled over onto her belly and stretched like a cat before rising and offering me her hand.

She helped me to my feet and led me to the door. “I want to show you a place in these woods. It is very similar to the clearing where we first met.”
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Fawn led me in the opposite direction of the beach, which was a little bit of a relief, because I’d thus far avoided seeing whatever it was in the water that Grace had been worried about. But I also knew that once we passed the barrier, we would be among the trees, and I knew there were things in those trees that I also didn’t want to encounter.

Fawn was terrifying in her own way, but she was far from the scariest thing to live in this place. I remembered some of the shapes Nettie and I had seen in the fog during our last stay in this world.

Stepping through the barrier felt strange. Like walking through a wall made of gelatin. Actually felt kinda nice.

On the other side, the well-maintained lawns and clean asphalt and concrete ended, and a jungle waited for us.

The trees around the motel, where we’d first met Fawn, had been the trees one might expect in a forest in North America. The trees here looked like what I’d expect from a forest in South America. Jungle was the best word I had for it.

It took far less time than I’d hoped for the canopy to fully block out the sun. I fought the urge to turn around and run back into the daylight, and I kept following Fawn deeper into the trees.

I realized after a while that it wasn’t just trees around us.

“Are those buildings?” I asked Fawn.

It looked as if the plant life had grown up and around the buildings. Or even like the square, concrete structures had been built into the trunks of the massive trees.

“They are doorways. Much like the one we took to return to your world before.”

I shuddered at the thought. Last time we’d left this world, Nettie, Fawn, and I had trekked through the backrooms. And that doorway had been in the main lobby of a motel. I didn’t want to think about what sort of path we’d find in these bunkers.

“We are almost there, my mate,” Fawn assured me.

And then we were. We broke through the trees, and we were in a broad clearing. Sunlight washed over the green field and the unique mix of flowers, none of which I recognized. At the far end of the clearing was a broad, slow-moving river. The gentle sound of the water added to the serenity of this place.

Fawn moved to the center of the clearing and fell on her back. She rolled around on the ground, removing what little clothing she’d been wearing as she did. Once she had flattened a decent area of the clearing and scattered her clothes to the wind, she sat up and beckoned to me. Her dark red nipples were fully peaked. And as she spread her legs, I could see just how wet she was.

“Are you ready, my mate?” she growled as I approached.

I stripped down as I approached. By the time I knelt down between her spread legs, I was already hard and as ready to go as she was. I pushed her legs farther apart. It had taken me a little bit to get used to the feel of her soft fur, but now I’d accepted it as part of her.

Fawn stretched her hands toward me, framing my face with her dagger-tipped fingers. She pulled me in for a long and deep kiss. Her sharp teeth drew blood when she bit my lower lip.

I rubbed my already erect cock against her wetness, and the intense need doubled. I somehow grew harder.

“Now, my mate,” she said. She had moved her mouth to my neck and was tenderly kissing me.

I pushed inside. She was so much warmer than any other woman I’d been with. Every time I entered her, I had that thought, but this time felt even more so. It felt like the first time all over again.

Fawn moaned and bleated in my ear as I thrust into her. Her full lips parted in pleasure.

My whole body burned, the wick of the candle lit between my legs and spreading to the rest of me.

My eyes were drawn away from the enticing motions of Fawn’s body up to the treetops. I couldn’t stop moving, the warmth spreading to a point where I thought the pleasure might devour me from the inside.

Despite that, I couldn’t look away from the trees. They had mirrored themselves. The blue sky was a perfect mirror of the world below and was slowly lowering itself to the ground.

The tops of the trees met, each becoming a single column. The reflected ground became a ceiling. And I was no longer fucking Fawn in an open field, but in a grand chamber carved from living trees rather than stone.

Without stopping my thrusting, never stopping moving inside her, my mind wandered out between the barked columns of this place.

I was outside again, floating in the air, turned so the horizon was running up and down in my sight. On one side was a mirror-smooth lake ringed with trees and grass-covered hills. On the other was that same mirrored sky, moving closer. I couldn’t tell which side was water and which air.

I didn’t have to decide. Far away, in the back of my mind, in rhythm to the pulsing pressure I felt on my crotch, I heard the moans of someone. “Oh, my mate, yes, like that. Follow the path. Find the name, my mate.”

I fell sideways. It was the water. I passed through the surface and spluttered up on the shore.

I was lost. My mother had told me to go into the woods. To find a nest or something. Eggs would be good for a meal, she’d said. But I’d slipped and fallen in the river. Would I be able to get home?

Why did I feel like this? Like I was burning from the inside?

I heard the approach of footsteps and quickly pulled myself from the water. I found a small hollow between the roots of a large tree, and I hid.

“I know the goblin’s around here,” a man’s voice said.

“Oh, leave it be.” A woman.

“No, no goblins around our town. I don’t care what anyone says. They’re little monsters and should be treated like it.”

I felt anger in my chest, almost as hot as whatever else this was I was feeling. I hadn’t chosen to be born a goblin. And why should it matter? If any of the other races gave us a chance, they’d like us. We weren’t monsters, even if the world forced us to act like it to survive.

I gripped the handle of the thick, brutal blade I wore at my waist. I had chosen my name based on this weapon. I was good with this weapon. If I wanted, I could kill both these people. But I resisted.

I flashed back, gasping for breath as I aggressively fucked Fawn. I couldn’t stop, even if I had wanted to. I knew this wouldn’t end until whatever was happening was done.

She moaned loudly in time with my movements.

“What was that?” I demanded.

“Did you, ah, see it, my mate?” Fawn asked.

“Was that him?” I asked.

“Go back, my mate. You must claim your name.”

The sky folded in on itself again.

I was just a child. I had spent my early life trying to decide how I was meant to help my clan. Help us grow. Help us survive in a world that hated us.

“Are you okay, child?” the druid asked me. She was ancient, but looked younger than my mother. Her green skin free of any blemish. Only her eyes betrayed how old she was.

“I feel funny,” I said, unable to describe the burning that filled me, head to toe.

“Are you nervous?” she asked.

I shook my head. No, I was not nervous. I knew what name I was picking today.

“Have you chosen, then?” she asked me.

All around us, the clan watched. Eyes glowing in the firelight.

“Carver,” I said, puffing out my small chest. “My name is Carver.”

The surrounding crowd cheered.

I was back with Fawn. She had wrapped her legs and arms around me. From her place on her back, she was rolling her hips with my movement.

“Oh God,” I gasped. I felt the pressure preparing for release.

“Give it to me, my mate,” she whispered in my ear as she tightened her grip on me.

I came. Just like the first time with Fawn, the sensation was so much it hurt. The fire burned brighter, and exploding sun of ecstasy and release.

Fawn released me, giving a soft sigh of contentment as I pulled out and collapsed onto my back.

I gasped for breath on the soft ground. The sky still shifted in my vision. My cock pulsed, still trying to ejaculate, but I was long since empty.

Fawn curled up in a ball next to me, nestling as best she could at my side. She let out a satisfied breath and immediately fell asleep.

When the almost unbearable sensation of my climax finally subsided, I fell asleep with her.

❖

I think I dreamed, but I couldn’t be sure. It may just have been Carver’s memories filtering through.

When I finally woke, I did that awful bounce in your sleep thing. My heart was pounding so hard I thought my chest would explode.

“Holy shit,” I said, trying to rub my eyes fully awake.

Fawn stirred at my curse and stretched out on her back, her breasts settling nicely.

“How did you sleep, my mate?” she asked me.

“I honestly don’t know. How long were we out?”

Glancing around, I realized there was a little more mist filtering through the trees than I’d like, and the sun was much lower than I was comfortable with. In fact, it was setting.

“Oh,” Fawn said, rising from the ground. “Forgive me, my mate. I suppose we were too… rigorous. I should lead you back now. My Bondwives will be worried about you. And I fear with your new name, Lilly may not find you as she usually does.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, as I pushed myself to my feet.

“You are still Jamie Beckett, but you are also Carver. Gaining a name can change a person. You are not who you were before.”

“I wish you’d told me that.”

“I am sorry.”

“Ah, what you gonna do? Come on, let’s head back before anyone gets too worried.”

I followed her into the trees. Oddly, even as it grew darker, I didn’t feel the same fear I had before. I felt more comfortable in these trees. Even more than I had as we’d marched through them with the sun up.

I wondered if it had something to do with Carver. Maybe goblins felt at home in woods like these.

And it may have been my imagination, but I was fairly certain I could see through the dark a little more easily. Where before there had been patches of darkness that had seemed impenetrable, now I could see the outlines of the underbrush and the small animals hiding there.

I almost felt at home. Which was a whole thing that I was not ready to unpack. But I knew Fawn was right. I wasn’t the same person I’d been earlier that day. I was fairly certain I still felt the same. I thought of each of the women waiting back in the neighborhood for me, and my feelings for all of them were what they had been before I’d followed Fawn.

I had a sudden concern that they might not feel the same about me, but I pushed that aside. I hadn’t changed that much. I just had some memories I’d never actually lived, and could apparently speak goblin now.

I wasn’t able to spend much more time in my head than that.

Fawn froze in her path. Her body language was that of a deer that had just spotted a hungry lion.

I felt whatever it was a second later. Eyes watched me from the branches of the trees. Hungry eyes.

I stepped right next to Fawn and summoned a half-sphere above us.

Something very close to laughter filtered down from above.

“Hehehe. Oh, a shield. Interesting.” The voice was high-pitched and nasal.

I caught movement to my left and turned in time to see the first hand descending from the branches to wrap around the massive trunk of the tree.

The hand itself was huge. Big enough that Fawn could rest comfortably inside the palm, but the fingers were too big even for that. There were seven on the hand, including the thumb, and each one was as wide as I was, and three times as long. The hand easily gripped the ancient tree, fingers wrapping all the way around.

The wrist was spindly in comparison. Maybe only as thick as my thigh, not nearly enough for the size of the hand, and the arm only got smaller the farther up my gaze went. The arm moved out at an almost ninety-degree angle to the elbow, and then bent back up into the branches.

A second hand came down, gripping the tree below the first, and the thing slowly climbed down to the ground, massive hand over massive hand, spindly limbs moving with purpose.

The body broke through into sight.

There was no neck to speak of. The squat, bulbous head just rested on top of the squat, bulbous body.

All I could think of was Humpty Dumpty. It looked for all the world like a misshapen egg. It was even the color of a hard-boiled egg left on the counter too long.

It continued pulling itself down the tree, hand over hand, until it reached the bottom. The hands went from tree to ground, and it almost gracefully lowered its feet down.

The legs were short and chunky in total contrast to the too long and skinny arms, or the huge fly-swatter shaped hands.

Humpty Dumpty looked us over and gave that creepy, not quite real laugh again. “Hehehe. You a Leasher,” it said, in that nasally voice. “A Leasher and a Fey of the Woods. But not my woods. Are you lost, little lady? I can help.”

The mouth stretched almost all the way around the head. Any more, and the top would fall off. A fat, purple tongue flopped out, and it licked its pale, narrow lips.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked Fawn.

She didn’t answer me. Just stood there, rooted in place.

“Rude,” Humpty shouted at me. “Rude, rude, rude! I is not a that! I is a me. And me is hungry.”

It swung one of the massive hands. It struck the shield. I felt the blow. I knew that if I’d met this thing just a week ago, that swing would have shattered my shields. Not even Ironwood had hit that hard.

But I was a lot stronger than I’d been when this all first started.

Humpty’s eyes popped out in surprise at the invisible shield. “Shield that strong?” it said, clearly irritated. “No fair! You rude and a cheater. Cheater!”

It swung the other hand. Then the other. It pounded away at the shield, wailing like a spoiled child just told they couldn’t get the toy they wanted.

I almost felt bad for what I was going to do. Almost.

I summoned another shield, this one flat and horizontal, right above the thing’s head. Then I pulled it down with as much force as I could.

Humpty squished down, again putting me in mind of a boiled egg. At any moment I expected the gray-green of a rotten yolk to pop out.

Instead, he opened his mouth. Like a hinge, his head went back completely. The dome squished along the shield until the round peak rested on the off-white flab of his back.

The teeth were all perfect little white squares, top and bottom rows in one perfect circle.

Humpty closed his mouth, teeth sinking into the shield the same way the orc blacksmith’s fingers had.

Instead of the shield shattering, though, Humpty slurped it down like a puddle of water.

I was really getting tired of learning that my defenses were worthless against so many things.

“Oh, yummy. Hehehe,” Humpty let out another creepy laugh and then jumped forward, clearing the distance between us.

He wrapped his too-long, too-skinny arms around us as he clamped down on the spherical shield with his mouth.

The teeth sunk in again, and he slurped that one up the same as the last.

“Fawn, run,” I shouted as I shoved the remaining half of the shield up.

Humpty let out a surprised yelp as he staggered back on his stump legs.

Fawn snapped out of her paralysis and darted to the side, easily ducking under the now flailing arm.

I formed a cannonball-sized sphere and punched it into Humpty’s round gut.

He immediately puked. I could sense the shields he’d drunk reforming as he did. They were not the right shape, and they somehow felt dirty in my mind, but I tried not to think about it.

I mentally reached for them and found I could still control them. I immediately stopped them from completely leaving Humpty’s mouth.

I pushed more mana into the floating puke puddles and pushed them back down Humpty’s throat.

His eyes bulged out of his head like two more misshapen eggs.

As he gagged, still trying to expel the shields, Fawn rushed up from behind. She leaped onto the egg monster’s back and stabbed down with both her hands, claw-tipped hands formed into spears.

She punched through the bulging eyes and a fountain of gray-green gore sprayed up around her.

“No fair!” Humpty shouted. The magic I was force-feeding him muffled the words, but I understood.

I formed two more shields, one on either side of the thing, just under his still flailing arms, and I squeezed them together, trapping him in a vice.

The gore sprouting around Fawn’s hands intensified as I squeezed the thing like a massive zit.

She jumped down to my side, head tilting as she studied the monster. I continued to tighten the vice until a flat, empty sack lay on the ground. It looked like someone had made a bag out of off-white rubber and sewn the odd hands to it. It didn’t look like it had ever been alive.

“Thank you, my mate,” Fawn said. “I apologize for freezing like that. I have never encountered anything like that.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Me either. We should get going, though. Before anything else shows up.”

She agreed, and we continued through the dark toward home.
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Lilly didn’t look it, but she was very strong. So when she slapped me, I really felt it.

I staggered back from the hit, putting a hand over my already swelling cheek.

“I probably deserve that,” I admitted, “but goddamn, Lilly.”

Nettie stepped up to me, moving my hand so she could place her own soft, cool fingers over the area. I felt the pain immediately subside.

Lilly was practically in tears as she glared at me. “Why would you do that?” she demanded. “Just leave without telling anyone? Why, Jamie? I was so worried. And I couldn’t find you. I could feel our bond, but I couldn’t travel to you. What did you do?”

We were standing just inside the barrier where Fawn and I had stepped through. Everyone else stood around us. Amber had her arms crossed under her breasts, and was shaking her head in disapproval.

Grace had hands on hips and was studying me with a blank expression, but I could feel the worry and frustration from her.

Even Ana had an expression of concern on her face. I was surprised she wasn’t streaming this. I was willing to bet Chat would have loved the drama.

Roc and the other gargoyles were standing to the side. Roc and Mason didn’t seem too bothered by the whole event, but I was surprised to feel the anxiety radiating from Lazuli.

The only one not filled with anxiety and disappointment was Nettie.

“I told them you’d be okay,” she whispered.

Lilly turned away from me and stormed over to Fawn. “You should have known better,” she said, poking Fawn between her bare breasts.

Fawn bared her teeth, but quickly closed her lips. “Forgive me, my Bondwife. You are right.” She bowed her head to Lilly, her ram’s horns almost touching the ground.

“Why in all the plains of Hell would you do that?” Lilly said, rounding back to me. “And why couldn’t I find you?” Her voice broke at that.

She collapsed to the ground, covering her face with her hands as she sobbed.

Amber and Ana both moved to the elf’s side, wrapping her in a protective embrace. They both glared up at me.

“Come on, man,” Amber said. “I’m not mad, but you really need to consider your life choices. You have people who care about you.”

“I did it for you guys,” I said, too softly to sound sincere.

“Oh?” Amber asked. “You went and fucked Fawn in the woods for us? Really? Don’t act like that’s not what you were doing.”

“It was for a purpose, Bondwife,” Fawn insisted.

“Then why were we not told about it?” Grace asked. “I had thought you trusted me enough to share your plans, Mr. Beckett.”

I sighed. “You’re right. I fucked up. Don’t blame Fawn. It was my idea. But you have to believe that I did it for the right reasons.”

I dropped down in front of Lilly and reached toward her.

Amber went to move between us, but Lilly stopped her. She shuffled closer to me and looked up at me.

“You’re still you,” she said. “But why do you feel different?”

“Fawn gave me one of her names,” I said. “So I could learn Goblin.”

She blinked in surprise before her eyes opened wide. “You gave him a name?”

She turned toward Fawn, who nodded.

Lilly looked back at me. “Did you know it would sever the protection of my bread and salt to do that?”

“It what?” I asked. “Fawn, did you know that?”

Fawn nodded. “I should have told you. I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t choose to reject me like that?” Lilly insisted.

“I would never reject you.”

She nodded. “I’m still mad at you.”

“That’s fair,” I said.

She fell onto me, wrapping her arms around my chest. “Just tell me when you’re going to do something like that again, okay?”

“Okay,” I promised.

“You too.” She pointed at Fawn without removing her face from my chest. “I’m not mad at you, but I would appreciate it if you acted like a good Bondwife and warned me whenever our mate makes decisions like this without consulting the rest of us.”

“Of course,” Fawn said.

“Now, would you care to tell us exactly what your plan was?” Grace asked, stepping up and looking down at us.

Her expression and tone told me she wasn’t going to forgive me quite as quickly as Lilly just had.

I explained everything. That Fawn was sure there were goblins in the Gacha, that I could speak goblin if I had a name, and that Fawn had one to spare.

I obviously left out the details about the literally mind-blowing sex, but I could tell that Nettie, at least, was thinking about it. She’d been there the first time. I could sense the disappointment. I would have to invite her along the next time Fawn and I wandered into the woods like that.

I worried everyone might ask to come along, though, and I didn’t think I wanted that much of an audience.

“What do you know about goblins, Lilly?” Grace asked. “Are they a worthwhile Leash? I know little beyond what our world’s literature has to say. But that is rarely accurate, I’ve found.”

“If they’re goblins from my world, they would be very worthwhile. Fierce, loyal, adequate fighters. Individually they vary, but as a group, they can be great allies. And once bound to someone, they never falter. I still wish he would have talked to us, but Jamie has made a good choice if he wants to bond a goblin.”

“A clan of goblins,” Fawn corrected. “The item in Bondwife Grace’s collection is a pouch full of goblin arrowheads. I suspect them to be the survivors of a clan.”

“A clan?” Lilly asked. “That would be very worthwhile.”

❖

“I’m sorry if I worried you,” I said to Grace as we sorted through the collection in the Gacha house.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she answered.

She had found a bag, but the contents were a pile of broken marbles, not the arrowheads.

She’d confirmed what Fawn had said about there being a bag full of arrowheads. Problem was, none of us remembered where we’d stashed anything after that first night of putting everything in this house.

“Yes you do,” I said. “You don’t have to admit it, but you and I both know I can sense what you’re feeling. And I know you were worried about me.”

“Maybe I was worried about everyone else, and what losing you would do to them?” she countered.

“Fair. Is that what you were worried about?”

She didn’t answer right away, just shifted some books into another pile. “No,” she said finally. “But I wasn’t worried about you. I knew you were safe. You were with Fawn, and with the exception of one moment of fear, I could sense that you weren’t afraid, either. And I know what you’re capable of. I knew you would be okay.”

“Then what were you worried about?” I asked.

That same sense of anxiety and frustration flared through the bond again, and I suddenly realized what it was. It was something I never expected Grace to experience. Probably something she never experienced.

“I was jealous,” she said, doing her best not to look at me. “I wanted to be the one to help you figure out the language barrier issue. I want to be the one you come to whenever you have a problem you can’t solve. I was worried I wasn’t going to be of value to you.”

“Oh goddamn it,” I said, rising and crossing over to her.

She looked up in surprise as I dropped down in front of her.

“Why are all of you worried about that? I swear, Nettie’s the only one not stressing about that, and I’m pretty sure she has an actual anxiety disorder.”

I cupped her chin in my hand and tilted her face so I could look into her eyes. “You have no idea how much I value you. And it has nothing to do with what you can do for me. You have to get that by now. I value you because you are Grace motherfucking Hallow. The most badass, capable woman I’ve ever met. And just because I know you need to hear it, you will always be that resource for me. But everyone else is allowed to help too, okay? I can’t and won’t ask everything of you. You need to let all of us pull our weight, too, yeah?”

She took my hand in hers and moved it away from her chin so she could nod. “Very well. I’m… I’m sorry I let my emotions take over that much.”

I laughed. “No, it’s okay. I actually like knowing that you care as much as you do.”

“You saved my life, Jamie Beckett. Why wouldn’t I care?”

“I did?” I hadn’t realized she felt that way. Her former Leasher had been a piece of shit, but I couldn’t see him harming an asset like her.

“You save my life every day.” She snaked a hand to the back of my head and pulled me into a soft kiss. She pushed me away after a moment and smiled at me. “Now, do you want my help to get back in Lilly and Amber’s good graces?”

I shook my head. “I mean, I wouldn’t say no to you reminding them of how great and awesome I am, but no, I think I got it. Thank you.”

“Very well. Also, I believe this is what we’re looking for.” She held up a small pouch. She reached in and pulled out a single arrowhead. The bag looked pretty full.

It was a simple metal point. I don’t know why I’d expected them to be stone, but these looked surprisingly manufactured. Carver’s memories conflicted with Jamie’s expectations, and I knew I had been a little unintentionally racist.

“How many do you think are in there?” I asked.

She dumped the bag onto the mostly covered coffee table and we counted. Twenty-five.

“That is a lot of potential Leashes,” I said.

“Think you can bond them all?” she asked.

“Won’t have to,” I said. “If it is a full clan, or the remnants of one, like Fawn thinks, then I just need to bond the chief. That’ll be the same as bonding all of them.”

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“Because of my goblin name. Carver.”

She raised a brow at that. “Carver?”

“Goblin names are simple. Carver was really good with a blade. Why he chose that name. When Fawn gave it to me, a lot of his memories came with it. I’m sure it’s more complicated than that, but I have a basic understanding of goblin culture. At least, I hope I do. I feel like I do. It’s weird.”

“Well, that should be easy enough for you. You’ve only had one Leash turn you down so far. And that was because you couldn’t understand her.”

“Two,” I said. “Ana turned me down.”

“Did she?” Grace asked. “I wonder why she’s here then?” She gave me one of her teasing smiles before changing the subject.

“We should probably consider arrangements for the clan before we summon them, yes?”

“Definitely. And this is the kind of thing I would have talked to you about before doing anything. You are a goddess of logistics, Grace. How do we feed that many new mouths?”

We had a healthy supply of freeze-dried and shelf-stable food. It was enough to last our little group for months as it was. But twenty-five more people were going to make that length of time much shorter.

It was something I’d been putting off. A cross-that-bridge-when-we-get-to-it kind of problem, but the bridge was here now.

Grace thought for a moment, idly arranging the arrowheads on the table. She was smiling slightly, and I could feel the pleasure at my use of the word goddess. I would have to incorporate that into more of our one-on-one time. I already knew she loved it when I called her mistress. This was just a step above that.

She looked up, eyebrow raising. “Not now, we’re working,” she said, clearly sensing my rising libido through the bond.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Maybe later. If you behave yourself.” She promised.

“Yes, Mistress,” I said, and I felt her lust grow at that, but she remained professional.

“I think the solution to our problem lies just outside of our barrier.”

“And what’s that?” I asked.

“I told you before there are other buildings outside our little neighborhood.”

“Oh yeah. You’d mentioned a movie theater, I think. They got popcorn?”

“They do. And a soda fountain, for what it’s worth. But no, I was referring to the grocery store.”

“Oh.” I thought about the little convenience store that Nettie and I had raided on an almost daily basis when we’d lived in the motel. A full grocery store definitely had potential.

“I didn’t go inside myself, but I did note that the shelves seemed stocked. And in my, to be fair, limited experience, I understand the goods are usually safe for consumption.”

“They are,” I said. “I have a little more experience with that, I guess.”

“If I may make a suggestion, I would recommend we speak to the rest of your Leashes and get their opinion. And tomorrow, you and a few of the others should make a trip to see if it is a viable solution to our problem.”

“And this is why I love you,” I said. “You always have an answer.”

Her eyes opened wide and her cheeks flushed red at the mention of the L-word, but I pretended not to notice.

“Now, what would you say behaving myself looks like?”

❖

The next morning I shared the plan with everybody. I wanted to check out the grocery store Grace had told me about. I wanted to bring Lilly and Amber as an apology for upsetting them the day before, but Amber declined. Until she could figure out her magical girl shit, she didn’t want to get in the way. Lilly did jump at the opportunity, though.

Nettie volunteered as well. Her healing was always welcome, and she understood how this world worked a lot more than the others.

And at Grace’s suggestion, I invited Ana along. She was pretty sure Chat would love to see more of this place, so she agreed.

“Does that mean my feet are going to be all blurry all day?” Lilly asked as we made our way out of the neighborhood in the direction Grace had pointed us.

“Only if I point the camera down,” Ana said. “I can keep it at shoulder level if you like.”

“Please,” Lilly said. “It is very important to me that Jamie be able to see my feet.”

“What?” I said.

“Oh? He got a foot thing?” Ana asked.

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” Lilly said.

“Are you the guy in my chat that’s always asking to see my feet?” Ana asked.

She paused and checked her chat. “Nevermind, he’s in there. He’s calling Lilly a hero of the people for opposing the censorship of the current regime, whatever the fuck that means.”

She aimed the camera down at Lilly’s feet and the pixilation appeared until she moved it back to her face. “You don’t get that shit for free, Chat. Only this lucky asshole gets to see that.” She panned the camera over to me and I froze.

“Uh,” I said, eloquently.

Ana laughed and moved the camera back to herself and winked at Chat. Then she let the camera float up so it hovered over her shoulder, getting a view of the area as we walked.

“I’ve muted the mic if you guys wanted to talk about anything you don’t want Chat to hear. I usually do a lo-fi chill stream this time of day, so I’ve got some music playing. They’ve been loving the creepy vibes lately.”

“Um, how do you have signal here?” Nettie asked. She was still a little nervous around Ana, but she was clinging to my right arm, which usually gave her a little confidence boost. Though, she was still keeping me between her and the phone’s camera anytime it rotated toward us.

“Magic, I guess,” Ana answered. “I’ve never really been able to figure out how my magic works or why, but when I first started streaming myself playing games, that’s when the magic started.” She kissed a finger and pulled it away, a neon pink heart floating above it. She blew the heart and it floated over to Nettie, disappearing through her hoodie.

Nettie giggled. “That felt nice.”

“Right?” Ana said, grinning. “Anyway, best I can figure out is that my power comes from Chat. The more viewers I have, the stronger I am. That’s why I occasionally do the spicy streams. Usually get a spike in viewers. But I also try to do other types. They really love horror games. Maybe even more than the rare times I accidentally show a nip.” She made air quotes as she said accidentally.

“Oh,” Nettie said. She sounded excited about that. She did like to watch…

“So, you’re a subscriber, right, Jamie?” Ana asked.

“Why would you say that?” I asked. I was, but I hadn’t told her that.

“Cause I can see a breakdown of where my followers come from. It’s usually just by country in the report dashboard, but I noticed this morning that I have three subs in a place called Beckettsville.”

“Beckettsville? What the hell? Who named it that?” I asked.

Nettie and Lilly exchanged a look.

“Did you guys name it Beckettsville?” I demanded.

“It was Amber’s idea,” Nettie said, trying to disappear into her hoodie.

“We all agreed, though,” Lilly said.

“Not a fan?” Ana asked.

“Not particularly.”

“Well, too bad. The dashboard is never wrong. But you didn’t answer my question.”

I sighed. Might as well be honest. “Yeah. When Grace and I first saw you in town, she found your profile and subscribed both of us. I don’t know who the third would be.” That was a lie. I knew Gareth was a subscriber. But I wasn’t going to throw the kid under the bus like that. Not that it would take a genius to do that math.

As we walked and talked, the surrounding landscape changed. It was subtle at first. Fewer houses, more empty lots of trimmed grass, then lots with trees and other foliage. Then we were just on a two-lane road with nothing but rolling, grass-covered hills on either side.

I worried this landscape would stretch forever, but Grace had said to just follow the road, and I trusted her.

It took about an hour of walking, but eventually the road curved into a large, square parking lot with buildings on three sides. Nettie’s grip on my arm tightened in excitement at the sight of all of them.

On our left side there was a theater. Based on the marquee, it was an eight-screen multiplex. I only recognized the titles of a few of the movies playing. They were a mix of current releases and well-regarded classics. The rest were a mystery to me. But based on what the television schedule had been like in the motel, I knew some of them were likely unique to this place.

Directly opposite the entrance to the lot, there was a strip mall. The sign above each door announced a hair salon that offered manicures and pedicures, an all-you-can-eat pizza restaurant, a payday loan place, a comic book shop, and a dollar store.

To the right was the grocery store. I did not recognize the chain, Food Place.

“That’s a very original name,” Ana commented.

“A lot about this place is really on the nose. You kind of get used to it,” I said.

“What’s that building?” Lilly asked, pointing at the theater.

“The movie theater?” I asked.

“Movies!?” she started vibrating with excitement. “Really?”

“Yup.”

“Can we go in there?” she asked, staring up at me with eyes suddenly bigger than normal.

“We can definitely go in there,” I said. “I want to check out everything here, but let’s get the main job out of the way first, okay?”

“Okay.” She turned and rushed toward the grocery store.

“Let’s go,” I said, and the rest of us followed her.

The automatic doors opened as we approached and welcomed us into the brightly lit store with a chime.

The store seemed to stretch back forever, with aisles the entire way. It looked just like every other grocery store I had ever been in except for the almost complete silence. The only sound beyond the ding of the door was the soft, almost inaudible music playing from somewhere.

The store was clean, with not a speck of dust to be seen.

“Think it just goes on forever?” Ana asked. She was reaching up to grab her phone from its place hovering above her shoulder. This was likely interesting enough that she would need to engage with Chat.

“It’ll look like it until you get deeper,” I said. “It’s likely that eventually it will change, and you’ll find yourself somewhere else.”

“Speaking from experience?” she asked.

She signaled to us she was unmuting and aimed the phone at me.

I hesitated, then decided to just go with it. “Hey, Chat.” I waved to the camera. “We’re here in Food Place, which is a grocery store in the Walls Between—what you guys probably call the Backrooms. I was just telling Skye that if you keep walking down the endless aisles, you’ll eventually end up somewhere else. But you probably already knew that. I spent some time in the rooms a while back, so I have a little experience with how you change locations.”

Ana gave me a grateful smile before turning the camera back on herself. “Hear that, Chat? Jamie’s an expert! Let’s go exploring, yeah?” She put the phone back over her shoulder and indicated we should continue deeper in.

Nettie had already moved farther in and was inspecting the unmanned registers between the entrance and the shelves.

She waited until we caught up with her and then led the way deeper into the store.

“Nettie seems excited,” Lilly said to me.

“We lived in this world for about a month,” I said. “We only had a couple of options for places to go, but I think she has fond memories of most of them. As scary as it got.”

“Well, she spent that time with you,” Lilly said. I sensed the jealousy in that statement, but I could also tell she was happy for Nettie.

“Now you get to,” I said.

“I guess I do,” Lilly said, smiling up at me. She stopped to consider the signs hanging above the aisles. “Oh, bread! I need some bread. And salt. We need to fix this name problem you caused.”

She took off toward the bread aisle.

“Don’t go too far, everyone!” I shouted, but all three women had already disappeared down separate aisles.

The Food Place turned out to be safe enough. I knew if we went deep enough into the store that might not still be the case, but there were no entities or misshapen monsters. And after some testing of different foodstuffs, we could confirm that everything was edible.

Just like the convenience store by the motel, everything had expiration dates that conformed to the date back on Earth.

Lilly forced me to eat bread and salt right there in the store, and I confirmed that the bread tasted like bread, and the salt was salty.

It tasted a lot better than the first time she’d made it for me. Which probably had something to do with the fact that this bread wasn’t covered in mold.

Nettie had the brilliant idea to grab a cart and fill it up with a sample of items for us to take back to Beckettsville.

We spent almost an hour investigating different aisles and grabbing items. Nettie, Ana, and I grabbed stuff we recognized, including a few items that had been discontinued that we had missed from our childhoods. There were also the strange brands that, if they had ever existed, hadn’t been around for decades, if not longer.

There was also the Food Place branded stuff, which was just all white packaging with blocky, black letters stating what was inside. I grabbed a selection of the white bags or cans out of morbid curiosity.

The only thing we took nothing of was meat. We found the refrigerated meat section, but none of it looked quite right. And there was a conspicuous lack of meat type on any of the labels. So we opted out of that.

We also skipped anything frozen, since we wanted to check all the other buildings around, and our walk back was long enough we worried it might melt. Ana did help herself to a popsicle, though.

“Do we need to pay?” Ana asked as we pushed our now full cart past the registers. She was licking her popsicle in a way that was very distracting.

“There isn’t a trainee here, so no,” Nettie answered.

“A what?” Ana asked.

“They’re an entity,” I said. “We’ve only met one, and he was pretty cool, so long as you had a shirt and shoes on.”

“If he were here, we’d have to pay,” Nettie added. “But we never had issues just taking stuff if he wasn’t around.”

“Hear that, Chat? We might get to see an entity.” Based on the motion I caught on the screen, Chat had a lot to say about that. That, or they were commenting on the way Ana moved the frozen treat in and out of her mouth.

We pushed the cart out of the store and into the parking lot.

“Can we go look at the theater now?” Lilly asked.

“Hell yeah,” I said, pushing our cart across the large lot toward the multiplex.

We made it to the front door, but we all froze. Something shifted behind the glass of the box office between the two sets of doors.

Something was tapping on the glass.

I moved closer. A familiar, bored-looking face was staring back at me. “Trainee?” I asked.

The figure, made entirely out of television static with glowing blue eyes, blinked in surprise as I stepped up to the window.

“Have we met before?” I asked.

He nodded slowly. Then his attention turned from me to the three women who slowly came up behind me.

Nettie let out an excited squeak at the sight of the entity.

“I think it’s the same guy,” I said to her.

“Really?” she asked. “How is that possible?”

She stepped up next to me and waved at Trainee. He gave a half-hearted wave in return.

“We were just checking the place out,” I said. “Is that okay with you?”

He shrugged.

Ana was having an excited but hushed conversation with Chat. She seemed a little scared at the appearance of the thing, but was emboldened by our apparent familiarity with him.

“He says we’re okay to explore,” I said to Ana and Lilly.

Lilly took an excited step toward the door but Trainee raised a static fist and smacked the window. Lilly froze and turned to consider the now frantic being.

From somewhere he’d pulled out a sign and was waving it in Lilly’s direction. It said “No Shirt, No Shoes, No Service.”

“Right,” I said. “I forgot about that.”
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We spent the next couple of days preparing. Since we were fairly confident about the safety of the store, everyone took turns making a grocery run. Always in groups, we made sure everyone got a turn.

We stocked up on canned and dried goods and even made a couple of trips focusing on frozen and refrigerated items. All the houses had working refrigerators and freezers. The house Amber had chosen even had a beer fridge in the garage, so we made sure to grab supplies for that one, too.

By the time we were done, all of our individual houses were stocked with everything we could want or need.

I also took advantage of Carver’s memories and stockpiled items I thought might be enjoyed by the goblin clan we’d be summoning soon.

I also had Lilly check with our orc friend about what sort of food she preferred, and we stocked her up with anything she might need. That list included way more fruits and vegetables than I’d expected.

Lilly let me know the blacksmith was warming up to the area and said she was even willing to speak with me at some point, with Lilly acting as interpreter.

“Still not willing to bond with you,” Lilly told me. “I asked. But she’s come to terms with the fact that her home is likely lost to her, so she is willing to be a part of whatever community we’re building here.”

I took that as a win. She’d even finally given Lilly her name: Agore’naka In’Grim. Lilly assured me she was butchering the pronunciation, but since names were so important to orcs, she insisted I try to get it right if I ever spoke to her.

I kept that at the back of my mind as I worked on the other preparations for the Gacha ritual. I didn’t want to make the same mistake I’d made with the orc. Or the gargoyles, honestly. I’d gone in blind with them, just assuming things would work out. It had worked for one of them, but a fifty percent success rate was lower than I liked.

So, I was taking advantage of Carver’s memories. It was strange, but I could flip a switch in my mind and sort of see the world the way a goblin would. There was still the Jamie Beckett filter over everything, but I could distinguish which preferences were Carver’s and which were Jamie’s.

I knew, for instance, that I would need to impress the clan chief. If that came down to combat, I knew I could likely handle it. Otherwise, it might come down to a matter of chemistry. Which might be harder, but I was going to do what I could to put them in the right headspace.

There were three things I knew for sure all goblins loved: a big fire, lots of food, and even more drink. And if we could provide all of those things, we would be golden.

Amber, Lilly, and Nettie volunteered to get the food ready. Ana, Grace, and Fawn were making another trip to the grocery store for more booze, although we still had most of Grace’s drink shack in her garage.

So, that left Gareth and me to take care of the fire. There had been a little red wagon in the backyard of my house, and we made a dozen trips outside the boundary to the tree line to fill it up with fallen logs.

I could even cut the wood by forming shields inside the lumber.

“That’s so fucking cool, man,” Gareth said for the tenth time as I splintered another giant fallen trunk.

“It really is. I got lucky.”

“You really think I might get a power?” he asked as he started stacking up the wagon. It could only carry so much, so I’d made walls out of shields and tied them in place, turning the little wagon into a bigger box.

“Maybe. Lilly says it can happen. And your sister already has a power, so, I mean, I don’t know if it’s genetic or not, but I’d think it would make it more likely.”

“That’d be cool.”

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to apologize,” I said.

“For what?”

“Uh, accidentally bonding you and forcing you to come live in the backrooms.”

“Not for dating my sister?” he asked.

“Should I apologize for that?”

“Nah,. I’m just glad she’s happy. Even if your situation is weird and she’s only like one of a dozen girls you’re banging.”

I sensed only a little bit of bitterness in that statement. I didn’t want to tell him that she was definitely into the whole group thing.

“Five,” I said after a bit of a pause. “I’m only sleeping with five women. There aren’t even twelve people here.”

“Yet,” he said. “I’ve watched enough anime to know what’s coming. Ana’s already pretty thirsty for you. You lucky son of a bitch. And the lady gargoyle. She definitely wants to jump your bones. Do you think that would even work? Is she rock all over?”

He definitely sounded bitter about Ana and Lazuli.

“Lazuli?” I asked, incredulous. “No way, man. She barely tolerates me.”

“Do you really not see it?” he asked, his turn to be incredulous. “Last movie night? You know how the three of them come in for their, well, I guess it’s their breakfast? Before they start their guard duty for the night?”

“Yeah,” I said.

The three gargoyles started every night by coming into my house and helping themselves to a meal. Roc and I had talked early on about expectations from a gargoyle’s lord, and food was really the only payment they usually received.

I’d assured him we would make sure they were getting more out of the deal, considering how much work they put in for me.

I thought back to the night in question. It had been the night after we’d made our first expedition to the grocery store. Lilly had been eager to watch movies after we’d been denied a chance of exploring the theater.

Roc, Mason, and Lazuli had come in and excitedly chosen meals for themselves from our new inventory.

Lazuli had been staring daggers at me for most of that time. Which she usually did when we were around each other. I’d been afraid to check our bond. I was worried it would have just confirmed my assumption that she resented me.

“Nah, man, I’m pretty sure she doesn’t like me.”

Gareth shook his head. “She does, man. She’s just being a tsundere about it.”

“No offense, dude, but I think I would know if that were the case.”

“Whatever you say.”

“You really think Ana likes me, though?” I asked.

“She packed up and came here with all of us. She didn’t have to.”

“Yeah, but it could have just been because her audience would enjoy the change of scenery.”

“Don’t tell her, but I subscribe to her channel. It’s literally the only thing I’m able to connect to anytime I check the internet. Zero bars, perfect streaming fidelity. Everyone in chat knows she has the hots for you.”

It was much easier to believe Ana might like me than Lazuli. “Hm, okay. Good to know.”

I still doubted she’d let me bond her, but I had the selfish thought that everyone else would be okay with me bringing her into the sexy-fun times group.

“Also, I knew you subscribed. You called her Skye the first time you saw her,” I said.

“Shit… I was so out of it that night, man. First few days here too, honestly. Felt like I was just in a daze the whole time.”

“Well, to be fair, you were dragged out of bed, teleported to another country, then another world. I think anyone would have that reaction.”

“The parade of hot women doesn’t help either, man,” he said.

“Really? I’d think that’d be a benefit.”

“Look, I love it when I look out my window and see Fawn running down the street with her boobs out, but then I feel weird, because they’re all basically your wives, and I don’t want to have indecent thoughts about my friend’s wives.”

I was about to say that I wasn’t married to any of them, but Fawn was probably the exception to that. I didn’t know how Fey thought about that stuff, but the way she called me her mate was probably a good sign that we were married. Or at least the equivalent.

And even if it wasn’t official in any sense of the word, I had kind of started thinking about all the women like that. At least Lilly, Amber, and Nettie. Grace was another story, but I really liked to think she would be okay with that.

“Well, I appreciate it, man. Hopefully, one of these days we’ll be able to get out of here and get you a date or two.”

“That’d be nice… I can’t even think about Skye like that anymore, man. I just feel dirty. And I know you’re not together, but we’ve been hanging out a little, and she’s really cool. And I just can’t have romantic thoughts about a friend like that.”

“Really?” I asked. I knew what he meant. I’d had the same thing with Amber for years. The little horny rat in the back of my mind wanted to see her naked, but the rest of me valued her as a friend too much to ruin it.

“Yeah… It sucks.”

I patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll figure something out. If you want, there’s that magazine rack in the Food Place. I could see if there’s any nudie mags for you.”

“No thanks.”

I was relieved about that. It would have felt kind of weird providing a minor with porn. I felt really gross having even offered.

Grace and the others had returned from the store by the time Gareth and I had gathered enough wood for the bonfire.

Grace was wearing a tight pair of yoga pants and a tank-top. I’d been a little surprised to discover she owned clothes that weren’t dresses. And as much as I loved how she looked in a dress, I really enjoyed being able to just see the shape of her in these clothes.

“I think we should have enough for this party you’re planning, Mr. Beckett,” she said, indicating the stretch of grass that Ana and Fawn were currently stacking with booze. They’d brought back two full carts.

“That should do it,” I said.

On the lawn behind the growing pyramid of beer and liquor, Lilly and Amber had dragged a dinner table out of one house, and Nettie was working on stacking food on top of it.

I sent Gareth to help get another table or two outside, since I knew one wasn’t quite going to cut it.

“That’s a lot of firewood,” Grace commented as she flowed over to where I was building the woodpile in the middle of the road.

“Goblins really like fire, Ms. Hallow,” I told her.

“Would you like a hand?” she asked.

“I’m okay, thanks. But I’d appreciate your company. Haven’t really got to see you all day.”

She gave me one of her tight smiles as she settled down on the ground, crossing her legs under her. “I would like that.”

❖

The sun had set by the time we had everything ready to go. I had Gareth help me get the fire lit while everyone else watched from the lawns. They’d all dragged out blankets and were relaxing in preparation for the summoning.

Even Agore’naka In’Grim, the blacksmith, had accepted Lilly’s invitation for the event and had settled into a spot between the elf and Amber, who was trying with surprising success for someone unable to speak the language to ingratiate herself to the orc woman.

Roc and the other gargoyles were helping themselves to the food that had been set out and were watching intently as we prepared for the ritual.

After talking with Gareth earlier, I couldn’t help but pay special attention to Lazuli. When I glanced over at her, she was giving me her usual intense stare. As soon as she noticed me looking at her, she glanced away.

This time I inspected our bond and I felt a pulse of embarrassment, and a healthy dose of lust.

“Goddamn, Gareth, I think you’re right,” I whispered to him as he dropped a lit match on the kindling we had at the bottom of the pile.

“Huh?” he asked.

“Lazuli,” I whispered.

He didn’t even glance at the table, just nodded. “Told you, man.”

I decided we should wait until the fire was going properly before summoning anyone, and Grace agreed.

Gareth babysat the fire until it was going good and strong. He apparently had a lot of experience with fires this big. Not a lot to do in the little town he and Nettie came from, and his weekends usually involved a group of his friends, a bonfire, and stolen beer.

Nettie didn’t even make any objections when he stole a beer for himself.

I inspected the area. The fire was perfect, the stack of booze looked to be about the right size, and the food, while it might be unfamiliar to a bunch of people from another world, was still a good spread.

“I think we’re ready,” I said to Grace.

The sorceress had changed out of her exercise outfit from earlier and into one of her more in-character sleek dresses. She’d, as expected, even opted for a matching hat.

I waved at everybody to let them know we were going to get started.

Amber gave an enthusiastic “Whoo!” from her spot on the lawn. She had wasted no time in helping herself to the alcohol.

Roc shifted his plate of food enough so he could applaud politely.

Grace met me a few paces away from the fire, and the two of us placed the pile of arrowheads on the ground. She took my hand and squeezed. “Good luck, Mr. Beckett.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Grace moved farther away before turning back and facing me and the items on the ground.

She moved her hands and fingers, up and down and around, moving in a pattern a still couldn’t quite make out. The purple glow was brilliant, even next to the blazing fire.

The arrowheads took on that purple glow, and then there was a flash of green light and the clinking of chains.

They cowered there, all twenty-five of them. The goblins huddled together before the fire, eyes glowing red as they glanced about, confused and afraid.

They were bound together with a thick chain. Jamie and Carver both burned with anger at the sight.

I rushed over and dropped next to the nearest goblin. “Are you okay?” I demanded, instinctively speaking goblin. I had no time to be relieved that Fawn’s gifting of the name had worked.

“Where are we?” the goblin asked, looking up at me. There was a flash of surprise as she registered who was talking to her.

“Long story,” I said. “Let me get you out of those chains first.”

Before I could do anything, though, the blacksmith was next to me.

“Hold still,” she said, in perfect goblin.

She raised her hammer and broke several links in the chain with one swing.

“You speak goblin?” I asked her.

“So do you, it appears,” she answered. “I will leave you to explain what is going on.” She rose and moved down the line, breaking more links in the chain.

The first goblin stared in wonder at the broken chain for a moment before she pulled it through the shackle on her ankle. She shouted to the others to keep removing the chain.

She glanced back up at me, the same wonder filling her eye. She only had the one, I realized. An eyepatch covered the other. “How are we here? Where are we?”

I realized as I stared back at her that she was gorgeous. Her skin was light green, like the underside of a leaf. She had a perfect round face, with a button nose and full lips. Her one eye glowed a magnificent red in the firelight. And her hair was as red as the fire, cut into a not unattractive mohawk. Her pointed ears were big, reaching well past her shoulders and spreading out from the sides of her head like bat wings. They were expressive too, moving back and forth as she studied me. I knew I’d always be able to read her mood based on how those ears moved.

“You’re safe. I can explain the where and how later. But are you okay?” I asked.

“If we are safe, then yes,” she answered. “Did you bring us here?”

I was lost in her eye for a moment and had to shake myself out of it. “Uh, yeah. I summoned you here to make you and your clan an offer. I hadn’t been expecting the chains.”

“An offer?” she asked. “Are you a devil?”

“No,” I shook my head quickly. “I’m human.”

“You speak very good goblin for a human,” she said.

“Thanks.”

Behind her, the other goblins were cheering and openly weeping in equal measure. They fell into each other’s arms again after removing the chain and were hugging each other and bouncing up and down in excitement.

“We have a lot to talk about,” I said to the woman. “I should probably discuss it with your chief, though. Are they with you?”

“I am the chief,” she answered, rising to her full height, which wasn’t very tall. About four and a half feet at most. “I am Hack. And you?”

“Carver. I mean, Jamie. Or Carver, whichever you prefer.”

She tilted her head at that. Carver was in Goblin. She definitely noticed the difference.

“Welcome to Beckettsville, Hack,” I said, indicating the fire-lit cul-de-sac. “We prepared food and drink for you. Maybe we can talk while we celebrate your arrival?”

“You prepared…” she trailed off as she noticed the others gathered around us. Everyone else had moved in to surround the goblins and were offering them food.

The goblins all shied away, moving closer together, but after a moment to realize they were safe and to recognize that they were being offered food, they slowly moved back out and tentatively accepted the offered items.

It was mostly just appetizers that they’d brought over. Amber had a tray of cheese sticks she was eating in demonstration to a goblin, who beamed in excitement as they realized what the item was. They grabbed handfuls of the items and distributed them to some of the other goblins around them.

Hack’s eye teared up as she watched her clan accept the food from these strangers. “You truly prepared food for us?”

“Food and drink. What’s your poison?” I asked.

She gave me an incredulous grin, showing off two rows of razor-sharp teeth. “I’ll have whatever you’re drinking.”

I insisted Hack tell me the story of why she and her clan had been chained up. I could tell they weren’t slaves. Most of them were wearing clothing that I’d expect to see in any sort of generic fantasy setting. Shirts, pants, dresses and blouses.

Hack herself dressed a little differently. Almost like a stereotypical barbarian. She had a skirt that went down past her knees but was split up the sides, maybe for riding. These made it possible for me to appreciate her well-shaped legs. She was also wearing what I could only describe as a chain mail bikini. Almost reminiscent of Sonja the Red.

The group of goblins was comprised of fifteen women and five men, ranging from young adults to wrinkled elders. And five children whose genders I couldn’t determine.

I was thrilled that these were the hot, big-titty variety of goblin that the internet had fallen in love with over the years. I tried not to acknowledge that thought, but I couldn’t help but admire Hack as we spoke. She was round in all the right places.

“Our village was attacked. About a week back. Giants from the north. We’re all that’re left,” she told me between long swigs of beer. “We were never a big clan, only about a hundred strong.” Her voice broke at that, but she took a deep breath and a deeper swig to calm herself. “The giants needed sacrifices for something. We never saw the rituals, just the aftermath the next morning. They would come at night and unchain us. Take twenty at a time. Then the next morning, march us past the burned bodies of our friends. Some of us, they just cooked and ate. They made us watch that.”

I listened in silence, letting myself feel anger at their treatment.

“We heard them approaching before you called us here,” she said. “I think tonight would have been the end of us.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I wish we’d been able to summon you sooner.”

“It’s okay. We are grateful for what you’ve done, intentional or not.”

I was a little surprised at how eloquent she was. Nothing like Lilly or Grace, obviously, but I’d still expected something a little more feral from these people. Carver’s memories should have dissuaded me of that, but a lifetime of fantasy stories had convinced me.

“I don’t want to be rude,” Hack said, after finishing her beer and accepting the second I handed her, “but what is that?” She nodded down the lawn to where Fawn and Nettie stretched out on a blanket. Fawn was speaking softly to a small goblin child, who was staring up at her in open wonder.

“That’s Fawn,” I said. “She’s a Fey of the Wood.”

“She gave you your goblin name, I take it?”

I nodded. “I wanted to make sure I’d be able to communicate with you before you arrived. She offered a name. I hope that doesn’t offend you.”

“Why would it?” she asked, turning back toward me and studying my face.

“I don’t know. Just worried it might.”

“Well, it doesn’t. I’m not that easy to offend.”

“Good to know.”

“Well, then, Carver, it is okay that I use that name for you? It feels easier in my mouth.”

“Of course, whatever you prefer.”

“Thank you. Well, Carver, you said you had an offer for us. Now is as good a time as any to hear it.”

“Okay, here goes.” I took a deep breath and told her everything. I explained Leashers and Leashes. The bonding. That we were currently being hunted, but were safe here for now. That if they were willing, I would like to invite them to join our growing group.

She listened intently, asking questions when she needed, but otherwise not interrupting. Once I was finished, she sat in silence, considering everything I had told her.

“It would require you to be our chief if you truly wish to bond our clan. It would mean you have to be one of us, not just our leader.”

I shook my head. “I don’t like to think of this as a leader-follower kind of relationship. It’s a mutual thing. I know that might sound strange considering I just pulled you here against your will, but, well, I can explain more about that later. But yeah, I want you all to be a part of this group of ours. This community we’re trying to grow. And I don’t want to be separate from that.”

She nodded slowly. “Well, there are two ways you can become chief. One of them easier than the other.”

“What are they?”

“You would need to kill me and then convince the rest that it is in their best interest that you become chief. This would be the more difficult option.”

“I don’t like that one.”

“Neither do I. The other option is that you marry me.”
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“I say you do it,” Amber said. “Hack is a total smokeshow. All those goblin chicks are. The dudes look straight out of a bad hentai, but they’re pretty friendly at least.”

I was sitting in my living room with Amber, Grace, Nettie, and Lilly. Fawn had stayed outside with Gareth and the gargoyles to keep the goblins company as they continued to eat, drink, and dance around the fire.

“I agree with Amber,” Lilly said. “If not for the same reasons.”

“And you’d be okay with me fulfilling my duties as a husband?” I asked.

Lilly’s cheeks and ears burned red at that. “While I would prefer not to share with any more women, I am not against the idea. Especially if it means you can bond a goblin clan. Even with their small numbers, claiming an entire clan is the equivalent of a gold Leash or higher. One elder out there is a druid. She alone would be gold. So the entire clan is likely Diamond. Or, at the very least, very close to the top of Gold.”

“I’m okay with it,” Nettie said softly. “I don’t mind sharing.” There was the unspoken, “If you let me watch,” in there, but none of us needed to point it out.

“As always, I will respect whatever decision you make,” Grace said. “But I would just ask that if you are required to perform these husbandly duties you seem so excited for, you consider all of us and our needs as well. There is only so much of you to go around, Mr. Beckett.”

That was the closest Grace had come to discussing our relationship in front of anyone else, or me, for that matter.

“And we all know Fawn is going to cream herself at the prospect of another Bondwife,” Amber added. “So that sounds pretty unanimous to me.”

“Okay. Then I should let Hack know,” I said.

I found Hack sitting on the grass surrounded by the five goblin children. All of them were passed out. They reminded me a lot of sleeping cats the way they draped all over each other and the goblin woman.

“How did your women take the offer?” she asked. She was stroking the hair of one of the softly snoring children.

I sat down, being careful not to sit on any of the kids. “They’re all in favor of the wedding. No rush there, though. I want to make sure you and your clan are comfortable and safe before we do anything.”

She nodded at that. “Thank you. I don’t want to appear ungrateful, but I am a little too tired at the moment to climb you in a way both of us would find enjoyable.”

“Oh, uh, well, absolutely no rush, like I said.” I glanced back up at the still-partying goblin clan. Some of them were deep enough into their drinks that they had returned to crying, which was understandable, considering what they’d just been through.

“Whenever you’re all ready to rest, any of the houses along the street are available to you.” I indicated the vacant buildings.

“We’ll only need one. I know humans and elves like their personal space, but goblins like to stick together.”

“I know,” I said. My memories from Carver had told me as much. “Do you want help putting these little guys in bed?” I asked.

She shook her head. “They’d be upset with me if I took them away from the party. Even if they’re already missing it.”

“Okay,” I said.

One of the little creatures stretched and yawned. They blinked and looked up at me through bleary eyes before crawling into my lap and falling back asleep immediately.

Hack watched the small child as they curled up and began softly snoring again. There had been a tension in the way she was holding herself that I hadn’t noticed until right then. She seemed to relax.

“Would you mind watching the children for me?” she asked. “I need to speak with our clan’s druid.”

She less than gently shifted the sleeping kids off her lap and draped them over mine. They did not wake up.

She rose and headed toward the fire. I couldn’t help myself, and I watched her as she went. Her legs moved in and out of the slit up the side of her dress. The toned curves were even more impressive in motion. And I was more than a little intrigued at the sight of her bare feet. Still not a foot guy, I swear, but the lighter green tone of the soles of her feet did a little something to me.

One of the other goblin women was standing off to the side, a small smile on her face as she watched everyone else dancing or crying. She turned to Hack as the chief approached, and the two put their heads together for a hushed conversation.

They kept glancing up and looking at me before returning to their talk. I assumed they were discussing arrangements.

The goblin druid nodded before turning away to approach some of the dancing goblins. They all stopped to listen to whatever she had to say. They all glanced at me as the druid spoke. When she finished and moved on to the next group, the first grinned and waved at me as they rushed from the fire to where I sat.

“Congratulations,” they all said, as they scooped up the children.

Once each of the children was in the arms of an adult, two of the other goblin women rushed to my side and took my hands, pulling me up to my feet.

“What’s going on?” Amber asked me as the women dragged me past her blanket.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Getting hitched now?” she asked with a wide grin.

“Maybe?”

I allowed myself to be led to the side of the bonfire where Hack stood.

“I lied,” Hack told me. “I think I could find the energy if you’re up for it.”

“We really don’t have to do this now,” I said. But the goblins were already gathering.

“We’ve all discussed it, and we’ve agreed it’s what’s best for the clan,” she told me. She reached out and took my hand.

“We literally just met,” I said. “Are you sure?”

The five goblin children had been shaken awake for whatever was to come, and the one that had crawled into my lap earlier looked up into the smiling face of the goblin carrying them and began to cry. They scrambled free from the adult and searched the surrounding area. They saw me and rushed to my side. They climbed up my pants, crying as they did.

I reached down with my free hand and scooped them up. They immediately curled up in the crook of my arm and fell asleep again.

There was a murmur of approval from all the adult goblins at this.

“I’m sure,” Hack said.

The druid came over to us. She’d found an intact branch in the wood pile and was using it like a staff.

She looked like she might be younger than Hack, but there was something about the way she patted the goblin chief on the head and me on the arm holding the sleeping kid that made me realize she was much older. No matter how ancient she probably was, she still looked great.

She was the only one of all the goblins in the clan that set off my Leash sense, giving me a soft burn in my chest. And I realized it was because she had power. None of the others did, apparently.

She smiled at Hack and me before turning to address the gathered goblins. She raised her arms in the air and whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. It had been unnecessary; they were already watching.

Just behind the goblins, everyone else gathered. I could sense the trepidation pulsing from most of the women. Only Nettie and Fawn didn’t seem concerned about what was happening. Fawn radiated the approval that Amber had predicted she’d have.

But they’d all given their approval for this. Though, I was pretty sure we’d all predicted it would be a little later on and not immediately.

The druid spoke, and on the lawn behind the goblins, the orc blacksmith was translating for Lilly, who translated for everyone else.

“Friends,” the druid said, “tonight we have been saved from a fate worse than death. Saved from the greedy giants and their gods of death and flame. We have been brought here by our new friends. She waved her staff toward the women and Gareth gathered behind the goblins.

The women gave awkward waves as the goblins turned their sharp-toothed grins on them.

“And tonight we join them. Hack has accepted the proposal of their clan chief, Carver.” She waved the stick at me, and the sharp smiles were turned back in our direction.

“It is sudden, I know, but we have all agreed to this. And since when have we goblins been slow in matters of the heart, ay?”

The adult goblins laughed at that. The children just looked confused.

Hack’s hand tightened around mine. I suddenly felt a little guilty. Matters of the heart? Was this not just a marriage of convenience?

Deep in my chest, where Fawn had planted Carver’s name, I knew it wasn’t. Goblins didn’t do that. They made choices impulsively, in the moment. And they always trusted their instincts on these things.

Hack was shaking next to me, I realized. She was nervous. And to be fair, I was too, a little. Although I was concerned that this was moving way too fast, I wasn’t upset about it. From the moment I’d looked into her eye I’d fallen for her. Holy shit… I hadn’t even realized.

Things had moved fast with most of my Leashes. Hell, I’d fucked Fawn within five minutes of meeting her. But the emotions, the feelings, they’d taken time to form. Granted, less time than most relationships, but still.

Hack, I realized, had been instant. And it had been similar for her. Not as quick as it had been for me. It had been when the goblin kid had curled up in my lap to fall asleep. I knew that had to be it. These people were all that was left of her family, her clan. She was responsible for them. And in that moment, the smallest, most vulnerable of them had recognized safety with me.

That realization got me surprisingly emotional. I squeezed Hack’s hand, hoping she could somehow understand the thoughts and emotions that had just hit me so suddenly.

She jumped in surprise and glanced up at me. I could see the fear in her eye. But also the hope and excitement.

I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring grin.

The druid had still been speaking as I’d followed that train of thought down the tracks, and I felt bad for missing it, but I came back to the moment in time for her to turn back toward Hack and me.

She grabbed our bound hands with her own and lifted them up to her lips to kiss them. A quick peck for each of us.

“I wish we had time to celebrate properly,” she whispered just for us and the sleeping child. “But luckily Carver planned ahead, and we had something close to a feast, ay?” She winked up at me.

She raised our hands above her head and declared to the gathered crowd. “I, Fallen Leaf, approve of this union, and declare Carver our new chief. May these two lead us to safety and prosperity.”

❖

“These homes are very strange,” Hack said as I led her through the front door of my house.

“I guess they would be a little different from what you’re used to,” I said.

“There’s going to be a lot to get used to. I can tell.”

“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine. Is there a bathhouse in this town? I don’t know about you, but I’ve always assumed I’d be clean before consummating my marriage.”

Now that we were inside with more light than just the fire, it was easier to tell that Hack hadn’t bathed in over a week.

“Yeah, follow me.” I started up the stairs.

“Wait, you have indoor plumbing?” she asked.

“You know what plumbing is?”

She barked a laugh. “I’m a goblin, not an idiot. Our village was small and didn’t have the infrastructure for it, but some of the bigger cities around did.”

“Huh. I don’t know why I didn’t expect that. But yeah, every house has a bathroom. This one has two. We’ll use the master bath.”

She sat on the counter in the bathroom as I filled the tub. This bathroom had a glass-walled shower and a large tub that could easily fit two people.

She watched with interest as the water filled up. “How long have you been here?” she asked. “You’d mentioned you and your… our people have been on the run.”

I smiled at her correction. I was glad she was trying to make sure our two groups were one. I was doing my best to do the same. Carver’s memories made it easier. Goblins were quick to trust one another, if not outsiders.

“A week or so. We’re still adjusting. You can probably tell this place is a little unnatural.”

She nodded. “Leaf says it’s very near the world of the Fey.”

“Yeah. I met Fawn in this world.”

“The Woodfey?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I see.” She fidgeted in silence for a moment, obviously trying to work up to another question.

“Go ahead,” I said. “You can ask me anything. I’ll be as honest as I can.”

“Do you expect our people to fight for you?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Only if they’re willing. I can tell not everyone in your, I mean our, clan is a fighter. But I’d like it if everyone pulled their weight. But once the bonding is complete, all of us will get stronger, so even just being a member of the clan is enough, really.”

I’d been a little disappointed to learn that the ceremony itself wasn’t all that was required. We did actually have to consummate the marriage. Which I was both excited and nervous about. There were so many women I was already trying to make time for, and this was just going to complicate that. But I also couldn’t deny my attraction to the woman.

Now that we were inside, I could see her actual eye color, not just the glow from the fire. It was orange. Like live embers.

Even under the week’s worth of dirt, I could see that her skin was smooth and soft. Her hands were calloused, but had the capacity for gentleness. And her body really was rounded in all the right places. She had a surprisingly narrow waist that flared out at her hips. Her thighs were toned and strong. And she had a pair of tits that proportionately rivaled Amber’s.

Her arms were just as toned as her legs, if not with the same mass. Fingers and toes both had sharp black claws, perfectly curved for slashing.

I’d also been right about her ears. They made her very easy to read. I could tell when she looked at me based on how they moved back and up that she was nervous about what came next, but was even more excited.

It was always nice to feel desired, and she was making me feel that now.

Once the tub hit the right level, I turned off the water and faced the goblin. “Water’s ready when you are. I’ll wait outside for you.”

I rose to leave, but she caught my shirt. “No. You will stay here with me and we will wash one another. That feels like an appropriate duty for a spouse, yes?”

“Of course.”

She stood on the counter, the height putting her at just a little taller than me. She beckoned me over and removed my shirt for me.

Her cheeks flushed, an attractive blue-green undertone, as she studied me. She indicated I should remove my pants, and I obliged. She flushed darker.

Once I was nude, I turned my attention to her. I felt myself growing hard already as I pulled her armored bikini up over her head.

Her heavy breasts were perkier than I expected with the support removed. Her nipples were a dark copper color, and they rose as I cupped her breasts.

She took my hands in hers and moved them down to her dress. I pulled it down so she could step out of it.

She wasn’t wearing any underwear, and I stared at the thick, unkempt red bush.

“Don’t stare,” she said, covering her crotch.

“Sorry,” I said. I didn’t comment on the fact that she was openly staring at my mostly erect penis.

She hesitated for a moment, her hand hovering above her eyepatch, then she removed that. I’d been half-expecting a gaping hole, but there was an eye there. It was white, obviously blind, and a jagged scar ran from the top of the brow to just below the eye. She looked embarrassed for a moment and then pushed past it.

“Are we getting in the bath, or are we just going to stare at each other?” she asked.

“Right.”

I lifted her off the counter. She was surprisingly solid. Much heavier than her height suggested. I was able to move her to the tub and gently lower her in.

She gripped my hand as I sank into the water opposite her.

The water was already turning cloudy from her week’s worth of sweat and dirt.

“Let’s get you washed,” I said, grabbing a cloth and a bar of soap.

She turned around and let me wash her back. It was, like the rest of her, well-toned and muscular. She had a collection of pale, criss-crossing scars up and down her back, and I asked about them.

“Before I became chief, I was an adventurer. A youth misspent hunting bandits and killing monsters.” She shrugged. “Nothing special, really. A lot of goblins do that.”

I wrapped my arms around her and lathered up her front-side. Her tits were as soft and glorious as they looked.

“Do you like to talk about your time as an adventurer?” I asked.

I took her elbow and had her stand so I could rub down lower. I tried not to be too enthusiastic as I lathered up her well-rounded ass.

She glanced over her shoulder and shot me one of her sharp-toothed grins as she watched me fondle her. “I have a few stories I like to share. Most of it was pretty boring stuff. A lot of walking from town to town. Negotiating with merchants. Stuff like that.”

“You’ll need to tell me sometime. I don’t have a lot of stories yet, but maybe we can swap tales of bravery.” I winked up at her, and she flushed blue-green again.

She lifted one leg out of the water, then the other, letting me wash down there. I took special care not to cut myself on her sharp toe claws, but made sure to wash between every toe.

I finished by soaping up her mound, which managed to elicit a surprised gasp. She made no comment as she sat back down, completely submerging herself to rinse off.

I had the shampoo ready to go when she came back up. She allowed me to get a good lather and then sank back down, rinsing off again.

The water was dull gray by the time she was completely clean.

I thought about how we should have showered first, but it was a little too late for that.

She instructed me to turn around, and she mirrored my process. The only difference was that as she washed my back, she rubbed her breasts against me. I could feel the texture of her copper nipples as they moved up and down.

I suppressed a moan.

She lost all interest in washing me when I stood up. I was now fully erect, and she could tell even from behind me.

She placed a hand on my leg and indicated I should turn around. She stared in open wonder at my cock.

“We’re going to need to go slow this first time, Carver,” she said. “I’m not quite that big.”

“We’ll go as slow as we need to,” I assured her.

Before she could say anything else, I sat back down and dunked myself under the water, rinsing off the soap.

I climbed out of the tub and grabbed two towels from the rack on the wall. I offered her a hand and helped her out.

We helped each other dry off, then I led her from the bathroom into the bedroom.

We took it slow. I had the same concern as she did as far as my fitting.

The time spent touching each other in the bath had helped some, but I would not rush this.

She lay down on her back as I instructed her and blushed slightly as I spread her legs open, but she didn’t look away once as I lowered my mouth to her mound.

She was already wet before I started licking, but I was going to make sure she was completely ready before I entered her.

“Are all humans that good with their mouths?” she asked, her already husky voice breaking a little.

“I have a little practice,” I told her.

“Time well spent,” she gasped, arching her back as I poked my tongue through her opening.

I ate her out until she came once. The goblin woman was a bit of a squirter.

“Sorry,” she said, blushing a little, as I wiped my face off.

I grinned down at her. “Not a problem. You think you might be ready to try?”

She nodded enthusiastically, climbing to her knees and motioning for me to lie down in her spot.

I did as instructed, and she straddled me. She sat on my thighs, just behind my cock, and both of us stared at how big I looked compared to her smaller frame.

I was nervous that this might hurt her, but she was biting her lower lip as she ran a hand up and down my length. She was excited for what was going to happen next.

She moved herself over me, hovering with her dripping pussy just over my cock. She met my eye as she slowly lowered herself down.

My tip popped inside and she froze, eyes rolling back in her head. My breath caught in my chest at how tight she was.

She closed her eyes and groaned with a mix of pain and pleasure as she lowered herself more. Slowly, bit by bit, she dropped down, every inch earning a husky gasp or moan.

She stopped just short of taking all of me in, her eyes open again. She was resting her hands on my chest, breathing heavy. Her one good eye was hungry as she panted. A bit of drool leaked from her mouth.

“So big,” she moaned. “Feels so good, my chief.”

She started to move, slowly at first. Back up, then down, I went a little deeper inside this time. I wanted nothing more than to grab her perfect thighs and begin to ram up, but she had to set the pace. Until I knew what was safe, I let her lead.

She kept moving up and down, each time picking up speed just a little, always moving a little farther down.

It was almost painful how tight she was, but the more she moved, the less it hurt and the better it felt.

She bent down as she rode me, a hand reaching up to take my face. I leaned forward to meet her, kissing her.

She moaned against my mouth, then took my face and moved me down to her bouncing tits.

Without thinking about it, I bit down into the flesh of her left breast.

“Yes,” she hissed as I did so. “More of that.”

I obliged and bit harder into the other tit, just above the nipple.

She pulled me into a tight hug, biting me on the shoulder in response. It felt incredible.

Her nails trailed down my back, and I could feel the little pricks of blood forming where she broke the skin.

“Move with me, my chief,” she demanded, and I thrust up in time with her.

She gasped so hard she almost choked.

She rode me like that for a while, with me pushing up as deep as I could between her incredibly tight walls, with her gasping and screaming in her husky voice. “Oh, oh, yes, yes, fuck!”

And then I came. She screamed one last time as I filled her beyond capacity.

I fell on my back, and she collapsed onto my chest, my cum spilling out of her.

We lay like that for a while, with her slowly flexing her walls as my erection dropped away.

My dick finally popped out of the tight hole, followed by more of my cum.

And I felt it, the bond set into place. Not just with her, but with the entire clan, just as she’d said it would happen.

“That was fucking incredible,” she gasped against my chest. “I know this is sort of a political marriage, but we get to do that more often, yes?”

“Definitely,” I agreed. “As often as possible.”

“Yay,” she said softly as she fell asleep against me.
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I woke the next morning to an empty bed. Something that hadn’t happened in a while.

From downstairs, I could hear that my house was not empty. There were the sounds of conversation and laughter, which made me feel pretty good. Being surrounded by people who were happy to be there was a nice feeling.

I got ready quickly and then headed downstairs.

The living room was packed with goblins. It looked like the entire clan had made themselves comfortable on the floor and couches. They’d also spilled over into the kitchen.

A handful of them were watching intently as Nettie and Amber cooked breakfast. I felt the same contentment I’d felt at the sound of a full house at the sight of the two of them cooking.

I had no idea what I’d done to deserve those two. Any of the women, honestly. But the sight of them going out of their way to make these goblins feel comfortable and welcome made my heart swell more than a little.

Amber was showing one of them how the stovetop worked. It was fun to watch as she and the goblin woman had an entirely nonverbal conversation comprising of pointing, nodding, and miming.

“Morning, Jamie,” Nettie said softly. I was surprised I could hear her at all over the din of the goblins.

She nervously weaved through the living room to get to where I stood at the bottom of the stairs. She hugged my arm and pulled me down for a quick kiss.

Some of the goblins made a show of cheering her on, which made her face turn bright red. She pulled her hoodie up and rushed back to the kitchen to continue mixing pancake batter. She had to lift a goblin child off the table before they dunked their head in the bowl, but she did so with a patient smile.

“Good morning, Chief Carver,” one of the goblin men said to me. “Hack asked us to let you know she was speaking with the village blacksmith this morning.”

“She also told us how well last night went!” an older goblin woman nestled in the corner of the couch shouted.

The entire clan laughed as I felt my face burn. “Thanks,” I said, making my way into the kitchen.

Every goblin present greeted me. Some made crude but good-natured remarks about the consummation of my marriage to Hack, while others just wished me a good morning. All called me Chief. I did my best to offer each of them an adequate response, but I knew I was falling short. None of them seemed offended by my poor performance, though.

Now that everything was said and done, I could sense each of them as my Leashes. I’d worried that it might be too much for me to process properly now that we were firmly in the double digits. But it was just as simple as ever. Even if I didn’t yet know all their names, I could look at one goblin and I could pinpoint exactly which bright dot they were in the back of my mind, which thread I had to pull to check on them.

I could even picture Hack, and I knew exactly which bond I needed to inspect. It felt weirdly like navigating a menu in an RPG. Not one-to-one, but that’s how it felt.

As I passed the couches on my way to the kitchen, the goblin kid that had fallen asleep in my lap the night before, jumped from the back of the couch to latch on to my shoulder.

They climbed up and draped themselves over me the same way a cat might. In fact, everything these goblin children did just reminded me of a cat.

“That one likes you,” someone said.

I turned to find Leaf, the goblin clan’s druid, seated on the arm of a couch, watching me.

“Think so?” I asked.

The kid beamed up at me. Just like with a kitten, the cuteness disarmed me.

I still wasn’t sure if they were a boy or a girl. I guessed a girl based on how cute they were. A couple of the other kids looked like wrinkly aliens, very much in the same way some human kids did.

There was a clear and obvious difference with the adult goblins. Amber had not been exaggerating when she said the men could be from a bad hentai. With the exception that they all seemed fairly good-natured.

But the women were all gorgeous. None of them had the same effect on me as Hack. Seeing her had flipped a switch in me I hadn’t expected, but Amber had also been right about all of them. Total smokeshows.

The kid slid off my shoulder, using his little needle claws to climb back down to the floor again, just like a kitten might.

I tried not to react, but Leaf noticed my grimace of pain and gave me an apologetic smile.

“Don’t hold it against him,” she said. “The little ones have a lot of energy to work through at that age. He’ll settle down, eventually.”

That was one question answered. I wondered at what point the boys stopped being cute. I also wondered if that meant the wrinkly alien kids were girls. Which meant they would eventually shift into less wrinkly, less alien forms. Which was nice for them.

“It’s fine,” I said. “What’s his name?” I realized as soon as I asked it I already knew the answer. But Leaf answered before I could say anything.

“Children have no names. He has a pet name his parents call him. I believe it is Wailer, because he cried a lot right after his birth. But he will pick his own name when he is able.”

“I actually knew that. Sorry. I was thinking with my human name, not my goblin one.”

Leaf nodded. “Of course. I suspected as much. But don’t worry. If you ever have questions about goblins, please ask me. Or your wife. She does not have my patience, I will warn you, but she has spent a lot of time with non-goblins and is used to some of the more common questions people ask.”

“Thank you, Leaf,” I said. “I know I’m going to have a lot of stupid questions as time goes on.”

“Breakfast!” Amber shouted.

The goblins did not understand the word, but every one of them immediately grasped the meaning.

She dropped a tray of eggs, hash browns, and bacon on the kitchen table. I wasn’t sure where she’d found the bacon, since we’d been avoiding getting meat from the Food Place, but it looked and smelled like the real thing.

The table was swarmed with goblins. They all accepted the offered paper plate from Nettie and loaded up.

I excused myself from the conversation with Leaf and approached Amber and Nettie. “How long have you been cooking?”

Nettie had taken over at the stove and was flipping pancakes.

“Not too long,” Amber answered. “This is round two. I’ve never cooked for this many people, obviously, but they’re pretty good at making sure everyone gets their fair share and were willing to wait for more.”

“The kids really like the pancakes, too,” Nettie added. “This is the third batch I’ve made.”

Sure enough, all five children had taken up positions around Nettie. Wailer was even attempting to climb up Nettie’s hoodie to get a better view of the pan.

I plucked him off her and put him back on the ground. He gave me an irritated look, but accepted that he shouldn’t climb up Nettie. Instead, he held up his arms, silently demanding I pick him up.

I did so, placing him on my shoulder so he could watch Nettie cook from up high. The other kids immediately swarmed me, raising their arms in the same way.

In the end, I had three tiny goblins on my shoulders, and one resting in the crook of each arm.

“Damn, dude, when’d you get so good with kids?” Amber asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “I’ve done my best to avoid them until now.”

“He’s always been good with kids,” Nettie answered.

“Oh,” Amber leaned in to study Nettie’s face. “And how would you know that, lady?”

Nettie shrugged, face turning red at the scrutiny. “I can just tell. He’s always been considerate and patient. I think that would mean he’d be good with kids.”

“You didn’t know him in high school,” Amber said. “But you’re right. Our boy is a pretty good guy.”

“Aw, thanks,” I said.

Wailer was watching me speak with the women, his face moving back and forth, trying to catch everything we were saying. His face wrinkled in confusion.

He poked me on the side of the head and tilted his own. “What are you saying?” he asked.

It was the first time I’d heard any of the kids make any sort of sound beyond crying or the annoyed grunts when I’d taken too long to pick them all up. His voice was just as high-pitched as I’d expected.

“You can talk?” I asked.

He glared at me. “Yeah, I’m a big boy. I can talk.”

“Of course you are, I’m sorry. We were just talking about breakfast and how you guys are going to be getting more pancakes soon.”

“Pancakes?” he asked, the word completely alien to him.

I nodded toward the plate that Nettie had just dropped a completed pancake on.

“Oh!”

All the kids made excited exclamations, repeating the new word.

“How was last night, by the way?” Amber asked, moving closer to whisper the question despite the fact that only Nettie and I could understand her.

I felt myself blush again, and I nodded. “It was good.”

“That good, huh?” she said, grinning at my embarrassment.

“Come on, man, do you really want me to tell you about it?” I asked.

“You can tell us later,” Nettie said, giving Amber the side-eye. “But I want to know, too.”

“Fair enough,” Amber said. “But if you learned any new moves, you need to show them to us, okay?”

I had no idea how to respond to that. But I was very grateful that these two, at least, were so okay with the situation. I told them as much.

Amber snorted. “Why are you surprised that the two horniest bitches you know are excited that your harem is growing?”

“What?” I said.

“Besides, it’s our harem, comrade.” Amber patted me on the shoulder and winked.

“What!?”

The front door opened, and I was saved from that conversation.

All the goblins let out a greeting to their chief as Hack walked into the house. She was followed by the orc blacksmith, who looked very uncomfortable in the now very crowded home.

Hack froze in place at the sight of me holding all five goblin children. Her eye opened wide, and without even having to focus on our bond, I felt the sudden pulse of affection.

Damn, but goblins fell fast. Or was it a Leasher thing? I realized none of my relationships had really moved at a natural pace. With maybe Amber being the exception. But I guessed that one had moved much slower than it could have…

Hack freed herself from the shock of seeing me be amazing with children and crossed to the kitchen. She kicked a goblin off a chair at the table and climbed up so she could kiss me on the mouth.

Amber grinned as she watched, and I felt a pulse of horny from Nettie as she did the same. Despite her grin, I could tell Amber wasn’t as okay with this as she’d said, but I could also feel her actively trying to suppress the jealousy.

Hack released me from the kiss and pulled back, standing at her full height on the chair. “Husband, I have brought Agore’naka In’Grim to speak with you. She and I have come to an agreement. She will allow you to bond her, not as a wife, but as a Leash.”

I glanced over at the orc. “That true?”

She nodded stiffly. She seemed even more uncomfortable surrounded by so many people than Nettie. Who, to be fair, was doing incredibly well surrounded by all these goblins.

“Hack came to ask me to make weapons for your clan,” the blacksmith said. “She said she thought you might be able to handle some form of payment. But the conversation changed, and, well,” she paused and glanced around the room. “Can we maybe discuss this somewhere more private?”

“What’s going on?” Amber asked, looking back and forth from me to the embarrassed orc. “Don’t tell me you’re getting the muscle-mommy too!”

❖

“Lilly says you’ll eventually make your way to our world. Is that true?” the orc said.

Hack and I had followed the orc into my backyard for the private conversation she had asked for.

“I’m going to do my damnedest to make it happen,” I told her.

Lilly had told me how much she wanted to see her home again, and I’d promised her I’d help her get there. And now there were the goblins and the orc, all from the same world. All the more reason to figure something out.

I still didn’t know how we were going to make it happen. The only thing I had to go on was Lilly’s assurance that if we won the Game of Chains, we’d be able to get there.

“I think my village is gone,” the orc said after a moment. “But I’d like to see the mountains again. Say goodbye to everyone properly.”

“If it’s in my power, I’ll make it happen,” I said.

“I believe you. I don’t really know why, but I do.”

“I’m going to be honest, it won’t be easy, and I’ll need all the help I can get, but I’m at least going to try. But if you really are willing to let me leash you, then it gives us that much more of a chance of making it happen.”

The orc woman nodded. “Agreed. That’s partly why I made the decision. That and countless hours of being forced to listen to your elf woman praise you. Now your goblin wife does the same after just one day?” She let out a resigned sigh as Hack grinned proudly. “They were going to wear me down eventually, I might as well make the decision while I still feel like I have any agency in the matter.”

“Anything I can do to make you feel less pressured into it?” I asked.

She shook her head. “It’s fine. Now, what do we need to do to make this official?” she asked.

“Well, it’s really up to the Leash to decide what they want the official bonding to be. For Hack it was the marriage. Lilly fed me bread and salt. Just depends.”

“Hmm,” she thought for a moment. “Would you be opposed to becoming a patron?” she asked.

“Probably not, but would you explain what you mean first?”

“It’s fairly common among craftsmen in my order to gain patrons. Wealthy individuals or organizations that pay all expenses for access to our work. I could write up a contract of patronage stating I am your Leash and in your service, and that would mean any weapons or armor I craft would be available to you.”

“She’s made an impressive forge for herself already,” Hack added. “I don’t know where she found most of it.”

“I brought most of it with me, actually,” the smith answered. “I am going to need access to supplies soon, but that’s a bridge we can cross later. And one I would rather have help crossing.”

“We can definitely see about finding whatever you need. And I agree to your terms. When do you want to get that done?”

“Give me an hour, and I’ll make sure the paperwork is in order. I’ll find you when I’m ready.”

She turned to go, but I stopped her. “Wait. Your name is Agore’naka In’Grim, right?”

She winced at my pronunciation. “Your mouth is the wrong shape for my tongue. But yes, that is my name.”

“Would you prefer a nickname?” I asked. “I don’t want to keep saying it wrong, but I want to actually talk to you now that we have at least one language in common.”

She shrugged. “I’m okay with whatever you want to call me.”

“Grim?” I asked. It was about the only part of her name I was sure I could say right.

She let out a sharp laugh. “Ha! Okay, yes. That’s fine by me.”

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“My name has multiple meanings, as do most things in Orcish. It can be interpreted to mean something like ‘of the people’ or ‘bound to her people’ depending on how you might read it. In Orcish, the syllable Grim means people. More specifically, it means Orc. Calling me Grim is the same as just calling me Orc. I’m okay with that.”

“Damn… I’ll practice saying your name. Feels weird just calling you Orc.”

She shook her head. “It’s not just that. Orcish is a complex language. Grim can mean a lot of things. And there’s nothing wrong with using it as a name. It’s actually a much better option than most you might have come up with, I can tell you that.”

“Okay. Then it’s Grim. Nice to finally meet you.” I held out a hand.

Grim gave me a tusk-filled smile as she took my hand in her massive fist. Her grip was as strong as I’d expected.

“See you in an hour, Jamie Beckett,” she said.
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In the next week, we all fell into a fairly comfortable pattern. The goblin tribe adapted quickly to the Walls Between. Between them and Fawn, we started to get a good sense of the area surrounding our little neighborhood. Enough so that Grace began planning how we might expand the border if we ever needed to.

Grim began collecting materials from the surrounding area as well. We decided we wouldn’t start harvesting anything from the houses just yet, in case we actually accomplished the pipe dream of having that many residents in Beckettsville, so she restricted herself to the areas outside the border.

I had my doubts about us ever actually getting numbers like that. And despite all my talk, I wasn’t sure how we’d make it work. But I made sure to be as confident as I could around everyone else. Grace and Fawn, still the only two that could sense my emotions through our bonds, were kind enough to keep my insecurities between us.

Amber had announced herself Beckettsville’s event coordinator, and made sure our little group always had something to keep our spirits up. We held nightly movie nights in my house’s backyard. We hung a white sheet up against the back wall and set up the projector and speakers we’d brought from the beach house.

Grim and the goblins took to movies the exact same way Lilly had, falling in love with the medium immediately. So much so that the goblin children would sneak into the living room at all hours and try to get the TV to work. Even without being able to understand what was being said, they were enamored.

Speaking of the goblins, they all moved into my house. Apparently, that was just how it went as a chief. Hack slept in my bed most nights, while the rest of the tribe spread out to the rest of the house.

They usually just slept in big piles together, something else about them that reminded me of cats. They respected my space, though. They understood I was human and not quite open or capable of sleeping in one big dog pile with that many people.

Hack was also understanding of my situation with the other women. She had been quick to accept Grace’s announcement that my time be scheduled and pre-approved by the collective.

Amber called it the Harem Calendar. I did not approve of the name, but was outvoted.

I still spent almost every night in my bed, but I had to make house calls. Which sounds like I’m complaining. I absolutely am not.

The shape of our little neighborhood changed over that week. The goblins were all used to living off the land and as a community. More than any of us from Earth were, at any rate.

After a few days, the cul-de-sac had turned into something resembling a town square. Some goblins had searched the entire neighborhood and found every charcoal grill, moving them into the area so they could cook meals together outside. We still weren’t eating the meat from Food Place, but the goblins were expert hunters, and after just a couple of days they’d started bringing in a steady supply of identifiable animals.

On the third day, a couple of them marched into the house to announce they had caught some birds. When we went to investigate, we found they’d captured almost a dozen chickens.

They built a coop for them, and by the end of the week we were getting fresh eggs every day without having to hike to the grocery store.

They even started smoking and curing any extra meat and pickling every veggie they could get their hands on.

By the end of that first week, I was starting to feel really confident that, given enough time, we could probably live here forever. If I hadn’t made promises, I would have considered that our victory condition.

I had everything I wanted in this place. I was surrounded by beautiful women who not only let me sleep with them, but were genuinely my favorite people on the planet. Hell, I had my lifetime best friend, who now let me regularly put my dick between her tits.

Life was pretty great in Beckettsville. Even that dumbass name was growing on me.

On the Leasher front, Grace had told me she had potentially found a solution to our language barrier issue. She was pretty sure that if Fawn and the gargoyles were willing to help, she could cast a spell on me that would allow language to be shared through our bonds. So, because I knew goblin, everyone else would, too. We would all finally be able to, if not speak it properly, at least understand Orcish. I’d never be able to mimic the birdsong of Lilly’s native tongue, but I could appreciate whenever she had something to say that couldn’t translate properly.

Most of the others were learning goblin, even if a little slowly. And the goblins were picking up English surprisingly quickly. Grim had also picked up enough in a week to ask for specific things when needed.

It was an exciting prospect to all just be able to understand each other. To go along with that, Grace had recruited Lilly and Fawn to help her sort through the Gacha house. Between the two of them, they knew more languages than the rest of us, and Fawn had a knack for knowing what each item might summon.

After the first week, they’d separated everything into three piles. One for items they could guarantee who or what would be summoned that might understand at least one of us. A pile for items they could identify but were either connected to something with no language or a language we didn’t know. And the final pile was just items Grace deemed unsafe and off limits.

Lilly had apparently questioned that last pile, but Grace hadn’t backed down. I don’t know what had been said, but Lilly didn’t question it a second time.

Along with all our other efforts, I still pushed to make sure all of us were still focused on our personal goals.

Lilly was still training Nettie and Amber in hand-to-hand combat, and had even roped in Grim and some goblins to help.

I was doing my best to get stronger as well. Since Grim could just shred through my shields, I asked her to spar with me every once in a while. If she wasn’t already helping Lilly or working on a project in her forge, she usually obliged.

Ana claimed the daily training streams were some of her most successful. I think it had something to do with the hot women rolling around with each other. Even with all the bare feet censored out, the occasional nip slip found its way on camera, especially with how some of the goblins dressed.

It was a week after the goblins had arrived, and Lilly was busy instructing Amber and Nettie on the proper handling of a bladed weapon.

Grim had turned down my invitation to spar, since she was working on a pair of axes for Hack and was getting close to finishing them up.

So I was just sitting with Ana on the lawn as she recorded Amber and Nettie swinging the blunt swords Grim had made for them.

“I can practice with you, if you want,” Ana offered.

“You sure?” I asked.

She nodded. “I could launch some stuff at you. Let you practice blocking a little. I bet Chat would love it. They always get excited when I do stuff like that.”

“That would be awesome! Thanks,” I said.

“Anytime, man. Anything for the mayor of Beckettsville.” She grinned as I winced at the name. “Mind if we wait until they’re done, though? Chat is really invested in their training arc. After they found out Amber is a Magical Girl, they’re placing bets on when she’s finally going to transform. Have you seen it? Her transformation, I mean.”

I nodded. “It’s fucking sick.”

“There’s a debate about whether she shows a lot of skin.”

I thought about that. “I don’t think I want Chat to see the transformation.”

“Oh? Hear that, Chat? Nudity confirmed for Amber’s MG transformation. Sorry. None of you gets to see it.”

I could see the uptick in comments as Chat reacted to that.

Ana laughed as she released the phone, letting it drift back over her shoulder to focus on the two women swinging their swords.

“I’m muted now, by the way,” she said. “If you wanted to talk about anything.”

Although she was streaming more than half the day, every day, she was really good about checking in with everyone and getting permission before just filming anything.

The only thing she didn’t ask permission for was the pixilation of feet. Lilly had even said she was okay with the pervert in Chat seeing hers, but Ana said it was funnier if they were always denied the view. And, I had to admit, it was pretty funny watching Lilly pace back and forth correcting her students’ form with everything below her ankles pixelated. Funnier knowing that one guy in chat was losing his shit over it. Especially because Lilly had given that consent on camera.

“How are you doing, Ana?” I asked. “Still okay with the decision to come here?”

She nodded. “It’s been great. I kind of miss the club, but now I get drunk with goblins every night and have my own house. Movie night every night. Gaming in between. It’s pretty awesome.”

“What about Abuelita and Miguel?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Miguel pops into chat every once in a while to check on me. He says hi, by the way. They’re all doing good. I do miss them, but I dunno… It’s weird and creepy here, but I kind of like it.” She gave me a sidelong glance, looking away quickly.

It was a real shame I didn’t want Chat involved, or I would have made the offer to bond her right then and there.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here,” I said, instead of asking if I could fuck her brains out like I wanted to.

It was weird. I had so many women already. More than I’d ever have thought myself capable of. Most days I’d questioned my ability to keep one woman happy. Now I was considering how I add another into rotation. I had to be stopped.

“By the way, I was wondering about your powers,” she asked, clearly trying to get her own mind off her bonding requirements.

“What’s that?”

“You can just create shields?” she asked.

“Yeah. It’s a defensive power. I’ve figured out ways to use it as a weapon, or even a platform. Like, I create little spherical shields that I can throw at people like cannonballs.

“Like this?” She waved a hand in the air and a neon purple orb appeared above her finger.

“Yeah, basically.”

“Rest more like this?” This time she formed a store brand Captain America shield on her forearm out of neon pink and blue lines.

I reached out and tapped it. It was more solid than I’d expected. “Yeah. That’s pretty much what I can do. I mean, I can change the size and stuff, but yeah.”

“Have you tried doing other shapes?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

She twisted the finger the cannonball floated over, and it stretched. It kept the purple glowing lines, but the perfect sphere lengthened and sharpened into a floating sword.

I was very tempted to reach out and touch the blade, but I’d seen what Ana’s constructs could do. It would have the properties of a real sword despite the bright colors and the fact that it kind of looked like something you’d find doodled in the margins of a teenager’s notebook.

“I’m pretty sure I can only make shields,” I said.

“Have you tried anything else?” she repeated.

I shook my head.

“Just something to think about,” she said, dismissing the shield and sword.

“Jamie!” an urgent voice broke me from my contemplation.

Grace was standing on her front steps, glancing around. She spotted me and ran toward me. She ran surprisingly well in those heels.

I tried to ignore the way she bounced when she moved when I noticed her expression. And after a half-second of thought, I realized Grace never showed this much urgency. Ever.

I rose from my lawn chair and moved toward her, meeting her in the middle.

“There’s something at the barrier. Near the beach,” she said, voice hushed.

“Really?” I asked.

“I don’t want to worry anyone, but I think we need to investigate.”

Lilly, Amber, and Nettie had stopped their training and were watching the hushed conversation. Ana was slowly turning her camera toward us. And a couple of goblins that had been collecting eggs from the chickens were openly staring at us.

Grace realized what her outburst had done, and her face turned bright red for a moment. I could feel the embarrassment pulse through our bond.

“Who should we bring with?” I asked, opting to pretend she had done nothing out of character.

“Lilly would likely be best. She can teleport back and get anyone else we might need if it’s something we can’t handle alone.”

“Any theories on what it is?” I asked.

She shook her head before waving to Lilly.

The elf teleported to us, gifting the air with the scent of wildflowers. Grace quickly told Lilly what she had told me.

Amber and Nettie were staring more obviously now. Amber’s eyes were narrowed in frustration that she wasn’t being let in on what was going on, and Nettie just looked nervous.

“I’ll tell you later,” I shouted at them with a wave. “I promise.”

“You’d better,” Amber shouted back as Lilly teleported us away.

❖

We landed at the edge of the neighborhood, on the strip of grass right before the sand of the beach.

I’d been half expecting to be greeted by one of the god-awful entities that existed in the in-between world, so I was pleasantly surprised when we found a half-naked woman tentatively poking the invisible barrier wall.

She was barefoot and wearing white panties and a short black tank top. Her bright red hair was pulled up into a messy bun.

She jumped back, startled by our sudden appearance. This was possibly the palest woman I had ever seen. I wouldn’t have been surprised if being on this beach were the first time she’d ever seen the sun. Her eyes were blue so pale I almost doubted there was any color there at all.

A little trail of freckles moved from cheek to cheek across her nose.

“Uh, hi,” I said, stepping up to the barrier.

“Are you Jamie Beckett?” she asked, voice on the verge of panic.

“I am,” I answered. “Are you okay?” I almost stepped through the barrier, but Lilly caught my arm.

“Jamie, look,” she pointed to something on the beach behind the woman.

I leaned around so I could see it properly.

It was familiar, though it took me a moment to piece together what all the pieces made up.

The blue jumpsuit might have been easy enough for me to miss, but the stacked-up pieces of metal dotted with light and the shark-snout helmet gave it away.

“Holy shit, you’re a cyberboy,” I said.

“I’m a what?” she asked. She glanced over her shoulder at the folded and stacked uniform.

She spun back to me, waving her hands, palms out. “No, no. I’m not a coalition soldier. I stole one of their uniforms to get here. I need your help.”

That was the second time I’d heard the term coalition. The big guy had called himself a general of the coalition before Fawn had ripped him into pieces.

“How did you find us?” Grace demanded, stepping almost to the edge of the barrier herself. Her eyes flashed with a purple light, and I knew she was preparing some sort of spell.

“That’s why I’m here,” she said, holding her hands up toward Grace now. She was making herself smaller, hunching down and making herself as inoffensive-looking as she could. “I wanted to warn you.”

“I thought you needed our help,” Lilly stepped up now. One glowing dagger in hand.

“Oh God,” the woman said, sinking all the way to the ground. “I do! I really, really do! But I also wanted to warn you! The coalition knows where you are! They’re just a couple of days away from sending an army through.”

“How do they know where we are?” Grace demanded again. Both of her hands were now outlined in purple light.

“I don’t know!” the woman shouted back. “But they do! That’s how I found you. I hijacked a portal using the coordinates they had. And here you are! Which means they’re right.”

I placed a hand on Grace’s shoulder and another on Lilly’s knife hand. “Let’s give her a chance to explain herself.”

Grace’s magic blinked out, and she nodded.

Lilly narrowed her eyes at the cowering woman before dismissing her dagger in a flash of blue light. “Fine. But I’m watching you.”

“Can we bring her in?” I asked Grace.

“If she’s touching you, she can get through,” Grace told me, frosty glare never leaving the woman.

I pushed my hand through the gelatin surface of the barrier and offered it to the woman.

She hesitated for a moment, but then, behind her, something shifted in the water that was lapping the shore.

She grabbed my hand and allowed me to pull her up to her feet and through the barrier.

Both Grace and Lilly stepped between me and the woman, but I pushed them both back. “Hey, guys, let me do the talking, yeah?”

The bonds of both women pulsed with sudden irritation and anger, but they stepped back, content to just stare daggers at the woman for now.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Dawn, Dawn McGregor.”

“Nice to meet you, Dawn. I’m Jamie. Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”

“Okay.” Her eyes darted to Lilly and Grace, who were both standing behind me a little more protectively than Dawn or I would have liked.

She shook her attention away from them and back to me. “I work as a researcher in a Coalition lab. I was on the team that first cracked portal travel. I didn’t do much, but I was there.”

“So she is one of them,” Lilly growled.

I held up a hand for Lilly to wait and motioned for Dawn to keep going.

“Right, that’s probably more information than you needed, sorry.” She gave a nervous laugh. “I tend to over-explain everything, and I’m doing it again, oh God… Okay. I want to start by saying I had nothing to do with what’s been going on. The tracking team is separate from mine, and they don’t really communicate with us beyond when they have a destination in mind. Anyway, a couple of months ago, your name came up. A Leasher of interest is what you were labeled as.”

“So you know what a Leasher is?” I asked.

She nodded. “The Coalition is led by a Leasher. She came to power a few years ago. Took over the government. Almost every soldier that she sends through the portals are her Leashes. Some aren’t, but all the officers are. Anyway, she’s participating in this game, she calls it. Um, Game of Bonds?”

“Chains,” Lilly said.

“That’s the one, yeah! Once she became the last Leasher on our world, she started really pushing for us to figure out portal travel. We got it most of the way. Enough that her tracking team could do reconnaissance on other worlds. We were blown away. The existence of other dimensions, proven like that. But no one else seemed to care. Just wanted to get started conquering those places like they’d conquered everywhere else they could reach… Um, sorry, I’m doing it again.” Some of her hair had freed itself from her bun, and she pushed it back out of her face. “Anyway. Your name came up. I don’t know how or why, but the tracking team decided you were a threat. The first interdimensional portal we ever used was to drop off a squad in a nightclub. You know what happened there. Then they figured out how to track your specific power signature. Then those of any you’d bonded. But I think you knew that. Because a day later you disappeared and no one could find you.”

“So they can’t track us?” Grace asked.

Dawn shook her head. “No. They have no idea where you are. Or at least until yesterday, they had no idea where you were. But then the order came through to start up a portal for these coordinates. But it wasn’t the usual order. Usually there are formulas and stuff that show how and why they settled on that spot. Time works differently on the different worlds. So we had a few days to prepare for the nightclub, and for the operation at your home. But this order didn’t have any of that. Just the coordinates.”

“Why warn us now?” I asked.

She looked confused about that. “Because the coalition is a fascist government that is crushing anyone that disagrees with them. They took the life’s work of so many talented scientists and artists and warped it to fit their narrative. They silence anyone who disagrees with them. And because, for some reason, they’re afraid of you.”

I glanced over at Grace and Lilly, who were both listening intently.

“You said you needed our help. With what, exactly?” I asked.

“To save my world,” she said.

“That is a big ask,” I said. But I already knew I was going to agree.

“I’ll do anything,” she said.

“When are the rest coming?” Grace asked.

“It will take a few days, maybe a week, for them to build a portal big enough to get through.”

“Even with the time dilation?” Grace asked.

Dawn nodded. “That’s how much time you’ll have on this side. Yes.”

“Why is there time here now?” I asked Grace.

She shook her head. “Too many people observing the world, I suppose.”

“Well, that fucking sucks,” I said.

“How do we know we can trust you?” Lilly demanded.

“I was going to let Jamie leash me. That should work, right? Then you’ll know I’m not lying?”

“Do it,” Lilly insisted before anyone else could say anything.

Grace nodded her agreement.

“Okay.” I turned to Dawn. “How do I bond you?”

She looked confused again. “What do you mean?”

“What do you need me to do to make you my Leash?”

“Wait, I get to decide that?” she asked.

“Usually how it works.”

“The Coalition just has a brand. A tattoo of a chain. I don’t know how they do it, but that’s how you can tell if someone’s a Leash or not.” She glanced at Lilly and Grace, probably trying to find their tattoos.

“We don’t do it that way,” Grace said.

“You know about that?” I asked.

She grimaced. “Dean had more than one Leash he forced to bond. All Leashers can force it, but the resulting connection is weaker. And it completely removes agency from the Leash. It’s distasteful, and I will have nothing to do with it.”

“Agreed,” Lilly said.

I guess I’d known it was possible. But I couldn’t imagine forcing anyone else to bend to my will like that. Felt wrong.

“Yeah,” I said. “We don’t do that here. What would you think your condition would be?”

Dawn continued to look confused for a second, then she cupped her chin and looked thoughtful for a few moments.

Her face blushed incredibly red, and she shook her head. “No, I can’t do that.”

“Oh my God. Jamie, just fuck her,” Grace said, turning around, apparently to give us some privacy.

“What?” both Dawn and I said.

“No! That wasn’t what I was thinking!” Dawn insisted.

Lilly looked unhappy but shook her head. “It’s fine. You wouldn’t be his first Leash he’s bonded that way.” She also turned around for us. “Just be quick.”

“No!” Dawn repeated. “I was just going to ask for a kiss… I don’t know why. It just felt like, I dunno. Sealed with a kiss, you know?”

I wasn’t really looking forward to fucking the woman on the grass with Lilly and Grace supervising. Actually, that sounded awesome. But I was still relieved that Dawn was okay with a kiss.

“If that’s your condition, okay.” I leaned forward.

Dawn’s face turned as red as her hair, but she closed her eyes and puckered her lips. Was it possible this woman was less experienced than Nettie?

Our lips met, just briefly, and I felt the bond snap into place.

“Okay,” I said. “We are now bonded. Welcome aboard, I guess.”

Grace and Lilly had turned around during the quick peck, which told me there was no way they wouldn’t have been watching the entire time if Dawn had asked for sex.

“Now, tell us everything,” Grace said. “Starting with numbers.”
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We took Dawn back with us to the cul-de-sac and had her re-explain everything to everyone.

We had a few choices. We could stay and fight. Technically, the Coalition shouldn’t be able to get through the barrier, but they had those goddamn cattle-prods.

We could also run. But Dawn assured us that as soon as we left the barrier, the coalition tracking team could find us. It might take some time for them to make a portal to wherever we ended up, but they’d find us.

And there was the issue of their finding us this time. They shouldn’t have been able to. Grace took that one personally. Dawn assured her that the barrier did its job properly, but she couldn’t explain how they’d found us.

We had at least a week to decide. I told everyone I would not make any sort of judgement call without their feedback. I wanted a vote if we could help it.

That night I was sitting on the roof of my house. I’d found an easy path outside my bedroom window that got me up top with little effort.

I’d been up there for a few minutes when Lilly teleported next to me. She sat down and hugged her knees to her chest.

“How are you doing, Jamie?” she asked.

“All things considered? I’m doing okay. I know we have some real shit coming our way, but I’m not as scared as I probably should be.”

“So, just up here looking like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders for fun?”

I laughed. “Oh, I’m still scared. Just not as much as I should be. And no. I used to do this when I was a kid. Anytime I got in trouble with my parents. I’d hide on the roof for a few hours. I could see Amber’s window from there, and we’d wave back and forth the entire time.”

Both Lilly and I glanced over toward Amber’s house. She was leaning out her window watching me. She grinned wide when she saw me looking and waved excitedly.

I waved back.

Lilly disappeared and then reappeared, Amber with her.

The two of them took a seat on either side, each resting a head on my shoulders.

“What’s the plan, great harem lord?” Amber asked.

“What?”

“Do we run or fight?” she asked.

“We should fight,” Lilly said. “We have time to prepare. You could summon more Leashes between now and then. Grim has been making weapons for the goblins. Many of them are capable fighters.”

“Dawn says they’re sending hundreds through. We’re barely over thirty people.”

“Thirty badass people,” Amber corrected. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to figure out my powers again. I know that’d help.”

“You’d solo every verse,” I said with a grin.

“Yeah,” she said, voice a little sad.

“Do you want to run?” Lilly asked.

“No,” I said, as we looked out over the fog-shrouded neighborhood.

The goblin children were playing a game of something resembling hide-and-seek between all the houses, while the adults were grilling meat and sharing a case of beer.

Fawn had wandered in from outside the barrier and was offering helpful feedback to the children about the best way to hide.

Grim had wandered over and was laughing about something with Hack. She held a linen-wrapped package, which she gave to the goblin chief. I suspected they were the axes she’d been working on.

From the backyard, I could hear Gareth and Ana debating the movie we’d be watching that night. Chat wanted a horror movie, but Gareth was insisting on an obscure comedy he’d found in the pile of films.

I couldn’t see her, but I could sense Nettie was with them. I could picture her curled up in a lawn chair, hoodie and blanket enveloping her. I didn’t sense any fear through our bond. Just contentment as she watched her brother and her new friend argue.

A little farther away, I could feel Grace locked up in her house. She was working on some new magic. I recognized the emotions of frustration and excitement as she slowly figured out whatever it was she was trying to do.

I almost asked Lilly to teleport out there to collect everyone, but I decided against it. They all seemed pretty good with where they were at that moment.

Roc and Mason had strolled over to the goblins and were greeted with a warm round of cheers and given grilled meat and booze for their visit.

One roof over I could feel Lazuli as she stared at me and the two women. When I glanced over, she moved her attention to the other two gargoyles. She shifted uncomfortably under my gaze before launching herself from the roof and landing next to Roc.

She quietly accepted a skewer of meat and a can of beer.

I realized Dawn was down there, too. She’d collected her clothing from the beach before we’d come back to the cul-de-sac. She wasn’t wearing the armor, just the blue jumpsuit that went underneath along with the boots. She had shrugged out of the top of the suit, and was just wearing it for the pants section, the sleeves tied around her waist to hold it up.

She was sitting on a lawn chair watching the rest of the group with fascination. She couldn’t communicate with any of them, but she seemed excited to be included and just nodded and smiled anytime a goblin said something to her.

The three of us watched this until Ana poked her head out of my front door and loudly announced that this evening’s film had been decided.

The goblins all cheered and finished plating up the food to carry to the backyard. Grace appeared at her front door and made her way toward everyone else.

She glanced up and waved to the three of us. We all waved back.

“You guys ready for a movie?” I asked.

“Is Ana gunning for my job?” Amber asked.

“You asked her to take over tonight, remember?” Lilly said.

“Yeah, but it sounds like she’s doing a really good job. I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“No one can ever replace you, Amber,” I assured her.

“No one,” Lilly agreed.

“Or you,” I said to the elf. “Any of you.”

“Damn straight,” Amber said, wrapping her arms around me. She reached out to Lilly and squeezed her shoulder. “We’re the fucking best.”

Lilly nodded before teleporting us off the roof and into the backyard. Everyone cheered as we arrived.

Hack had sectioned off a central portion of the yard with a big blanket. She patted the ground next to her and indicated that all three of us should join her on the blanket.

As soon as I sat down, Lilly and Amber took their spots on each shoulder, and Hack climbed into my lap. She gave a contented sigh as she leaned back into my chest.

Nettie dropped onto the blanket behind me. “How are you doing?” she whispered.

“I’m doing great,” I told her, giving her a quick kiss.

She blushed before settling down on her side behind me. She placed a soft hand on my back and moved it up and down slowly.

Fawn appeared, draped in screaming and laughing goblin children. She curled up on the ground next to the blanket like an enormous cat, and the children scattered, attempting to be the closest to the screen before the movie started.

Grace pulled a chair next to the blanket and sat down, back perfectly straight. “Good evening, Mr. Beckett. How are you feeling?”

“I’m well, Ms. Hallow. And you?”

She gave me a tight smile. “Things are looking up.”

We could both feel the other’s emotions, and we knew the other wasn’t lying.

“All right, folks,” Ana said, standing in front of the gathered group.

We had done this enough that no translation was required as Ana announced the movie chosen. “Amber asked me to oversee tonight’s event, and I hope you’re okay with something a little spooky.” She moved her hands up to her face and wriggled her fingers as she drew out the word “spooky.”

Gareth sighed behind us. He’d apparently lost the argument with Chat. He pushed a button on the projector, and we were all treated to the main menu of a horror comedy movie I’d never heard of.

“Safe for kids, I promise,” Ana said, winking at the squealing children.

Gareth pushed play as Ana found a seat amongst the goblin tribe.

I glanced around at the small crowd. I could feel their emotions if I tried. All of them were content at this moment. Maybe some fear, some uncertainty. But happy.

No, I decided. We weren’t going to run. I still had no idea who this Coalition was, but we’d kicked their asses every time they’d showed up. We’d do it again.

Let them try to take this away from me.


EPILOGUE




Zachary Malik stood patiently and waited for his Leasher to address him. She was far more composed this time around.

His last visit to her office had involved her raging against her former Leash, Zanadu. She had said some very unkind, but completely true things about the dead giant.

He had failed to capture or kill Jamie Beckett and his Leashes. Not only that, but after Zanadu’s sudden death, this Beckett had completely vanished from their sensors.

Finally, she addressed him. She didn’t look away from the slip of paper she held in her hand. “I’m sure you’ve heard by now, Zachary, but we found him.”

“Ma’am?”

“The Leasher who killed Zanadu? Jamie Beckett?”

“Yes, Ma’am, you had mentioned that. I’ve assembled the troops you recommended. Two hundred, including the survivors of Zanadu’s forces. Ma’am, may I ask you a question?”

“Go ahead.”

“How did you find him? I spoke with the team downstairs, and the sensors show nothing. Even using the coordinates you gave, they can’t find Beckett.”

“Don’t you trust me, Zachary?”

“You know I do, Ma’am.”

“Then don’t question me. He is there, in whatever little in-between place he found for himself and the other rats with him. They are hiding in the walls where they think we can’t see. But they’re not the only ones that can see the holes. The little cracks to fall through.”

He did not understand what she meant, but chose not to ask for elaboration.

“There is another issue, Ma’am.”

“Yes?”

“An unauthorized portal was opened recently. A full field kit was taken. The portal coordinates have been confirmed, and they are the same as those you have given for Jamie Beckett.”

“I see. Are all the little mice accounted for?”

“No, ma’am. One is missing.”

“Do the others have anything to say about it?”

“They claim not to know anything, Ma’am.”

“Then it appears the rats know we’re coming. Will that be a problem for you?”

“It shouldn’t be an issue.”

She finally looked up at him, eyes narrowed in thought. “I will grant you the use of another of my Leashes. Send him first, before you and your troops put boots to ground.”

“Who, Ma’am?”

Her eyes moved to the corner of the room.

Commander Malik, a man made of fire and napalm, felt his core freeze at that simple movement. He did not follow her gaze.

He swallowed. “Are you sure, Ma’am?”

“Provide him with a picture and whatever little trinkets you can from our missing mouse. He’ll take care of it.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I will authorize a single-entity portal as soon as I can.”

“Don’t bother with the portal. Just the photo and something that belonged to the scientist. He doesn’t need our portals. I found him in the walls, after all. He knows the way.”

Shadows shifted in the corner of Malik’s eye. He tried not to look. Not to see the tall figure or the featureless flesh where a face should be.

“Who knows, Zachary? Maybe he’ll do your job for you.”


THANKS FOR READING!




If you enjoyed Short Leash, leaving a review is the best way to support the series. It only takes a minute, and it really helps other readers find the book.

And don’t forget to tell us who you think is best girl!
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