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 Chapter 1 
 
    I laced up my hiking boots just as the sun started to peek through the window. Orange light shone through my worn-out curtains while I went over the list in my head. My light rucksack had everything I would need for the day, and I checked one last time that I had remembered my flashlight before I closed the bag up. I wasn’t intending to stay out for more than a few hours, but it was always better to be overprepared in the Blue Ridge Mountains. 
 
    Then I got to my feet and stretched before I swung the pack over my shoulders and glanced around the dingy living room of my apartment. The gray throw blanket my mom had sent me barely hid the shabbiness of the leather sofa, and the scuffed carpet had definitely seen better days. A dying houseplant sat in the corner of the room, and I sighed as I hurried over to the sink to grab a cup of water.  
 
    I’d told my little brother I would never remember to feed the damn thing, but Owen was deliriously optimistic. He had given it to me last year as a moving present, and it was barely clinging on for dear life. I splashed a cup of water into the soil and set it down on my bookshelf to hopefully remind me to water the plant again soon. 
 
    The shelving unit from a flea market was stacked with fantasy novels, puzzle books, and DVD collections. It was my favorite part of the apartment. Each shelf was crammed with various worlds I could disappear into whenever I needed to, and I wished I had room to display the rest of my collection that was currently stuffed under my bed. 
 
    But the next few weeks would be all the escape I needed from the real world.  
 
    I had finally quit my job in the local camping store, and I was free to head into the beautiful mountains beside Asheville. There was enough in my bank account to get me through a few months of living the free life, and I was going to enjoy every moment of it. 
 
    Quitting had been in the back of my head for such a long time, but I finally knew it was the right choice when I read that article about treasure hunting on my lunch break. It was a whole career path that I never knew existed that sounded like something from one of my books. 
 
    But apparently, it was somewhat attainable. 
 
    There were people who had the full-time job of searching for ancient artifacts left behind and forgotten. I couldn’t even imagine the thrill of traveling the globe and fighting the elements in the name of adventure. My whole soul ached for a life like that, but in the meantime, I had found something that sort of scratched that itch. 
 
    Geocaching wasn’t exactly as thrill-filled as honest-to-god treasure hunting, but it was as close as I was going to get. Using coordinates to locate hidden boxes across the country was pretty damn cool. Even if it wasn’t quite the exotic life of a treasure hunter. 
 
    And even if my younger cousin Amy had described it as just about the dorkiest thing she’d ever heard of. 
 
    I’d told her she was the dorkiest thing I’d ever heard of, and ignored the point entirely. 
 
    Besides, in some instances, I liked to go the extra mile, so to speak. Genuine orienteering with land navigation and map, compass, and pace measuring was secretly super fucking fun. But given that the few people I’d read about who’d tried the more hardcore approach to this cache had failed, I decided to go with a standard electronic approach. 
 
    I glanced in the mirror to make sure my dark hair was somewhat presentable and pulled my jacket over my X-Files shirt. My pistol was concealed in a pouch on my belt, but I would only ever use it in an emergency. There had been a couple of bear sightings on some of the trails lately, so I had to take extra precautions. Then I double-checked that I had my GPS device in my pocket before I stepped out onto the landing.  
 
    My apartment was at the very top of the old building, so I basically lived in the attic. But the rent was low, and I had gotten used to the smell of damp that wafted in from the stairs. Asheville was an expensive place to live when you weren’t raking in any kind of high salary. I was just grateful to have somewhere that I could afford to live alone. The idea of moving in with strangers had never appealed to me, and there wasn’t anyone I knew well enough here to share a place with yet. 
 
    I heard the door on the floor below me creak open as I locked up, and I grinned as I hurried down the stairs to see Mrs. Wells’ ancient face sticking out from her apartment. Her skin seemed to be entirely made of wrinkles, and her gray hair stuck out at wild angles. She was a sweet woman, if slightly nosy and odd. 
 
    “Morning,” I said as the old woman’s face lit up.  
 
    “Colton,” she croaked. “Are you off into the wild again? Or do you have a date? Are you taking her for dinner? Oh, you should take her dancing!” 
 
    “It’s seven in the morning,” I chuckled. “I’m going for a hike. Besides, I wouldn’t subject any girl to my terrible dancing skills.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Mrs. Wells said with a slow nod. “Well. Make sure you don’t waste those good looks, young man! Try and find a nice girl to go on those hikes with you!” 
 
    “I’ll try.” I smiled. “Have a good day.” 
 
    “Yes,” the old lady said as she shuffled back inside. “Don’t get lost in the woods, now! Bears, you know. All sorts of dangerous things up there!” 
 
    Her lock clicked shut as I hurried down the other three flights of stairs and pushed open the front door that was covered in peeling, white paint. Light flooded the stairwell for a moment as I stepped into the orange glow of the morning. 
 
    I groaned with happiness as the fresh air hit my lungs, and the bright sun drenched my face with warmth. My apartment opened out into a side street away from the touristy spot of central Asheville, and I made my way down onto the main road.  
 
    Rolling mountains peeked out over the red brick shop fronts as birds flew lazily across the blue sky.  
 
    It was such a beautiful part of the world to live in, and I had made a few friends I was close enough with to invite over for games and beers. The whole vibe of the town was relaxed, and everyone here loved nature. I couldn’t have designed a more perfect location for myself if I tried. The amazing view of the mountains made every morning feel like the start of an adventure. 
 
    Even when those mornings were just me sitting behind a cashier’s desk in a camping store for eight hours straight. 
 
    At least those long, boring days were over. For now.  
 
    I wanted to get some fuel in me before I began my trek, so I strolled down the sidewalk past the stores that hadn’t opened yet. There were a lot of awesome breakfast spots downtown, but my favorite was two blocks from my apartment on the way to the trail. It didn’t take long to reach the food joint that always looked like it was just slightly too grubby for such a beautiful city. 
 
    Reggie’s was a shabby-chic diner that had a neon sign which stopped glowing months ago. The brick building didn’t look like much on the outside, but the smell of bacon wafting out of the door was enough to entice anyone. 
 
    I stepped inside, and the interior was a chaotic blend of decor that had clearly been picked out by someone who didn’t know what a diner was supposed to look like. 
 
    The booths were always clean, but the paintings along the walls were a mix of natural landscapes, still lifes, and obscure modern art. Black linoleum sparkled on the floor, and there was an assortment of gnome decorations lined along the bar. I still had no clue why they were there, but it added to the insane charm of the place. 
 
    There was a young couple sipping coffee in one of the window booths, and an ancient sheepdog laid upside down as it snored loudly. 
 
    “Hello,” I muttered as I crouched down to scratch the creature’s belly. “Where is your owner, huh? Is he slacking off as usual?” 
 
    “How fucking dare you,” Greg snorted as he shuffled out from the kitchen. “Yo, Colton. What’s up?” 
 
    I straightened up to grin at one of the guys I had made friends with in the town. Greg was a couple years older than me and always looked so relaxed that he might fall over. His mess of blond hair was pushed back above his hipster glasses, and he wiped his hands on the dirty apron he wore at work. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “I’m just heading off for an early morning hike, can I grab a coffee?” 
 
    “Extra-strong latte?” Greg asked, and I nodded. 
 
    He got to work at the coffee machine, and I examined the pastries that sat under a glass dome beside the register.  
 
    “You off geocaching again?” Greg asked as he foamed the milk. 
 
    “Yup.” I grinned. “There’s one spot that the forum’s been going crazy over because nobody’s been able to find it. A few people tried when they were here on vacation, but it seems like this is a really tough one.” 
 
    “Oh?” Greg nodded. “So, like, it’s basically buried treasure.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I laughed. “Maybe it’s going to be filled with gold, and I’ll never have to work in retail again.” 
 
    “That would be the dream,” Greg said as he pushed a lid onto my coffee. “Reggie’s a good guy to work for when the time comes. I’m sure I could get you a gig here if you needed it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed. “It won’t be long before I probably take you up on that. I can’t run around the mountains forever, right?” 
 
    “You could.” Greg shrugged. “But you would be, like, a total weirdo.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want that,” I snorted. “Can I grab one of those pastries, too?” 
 
    “Sure,” Greg said as he rang up my order. “That’s five dollars, man.” 
 
    I tapped my card and grabbed my breakfast before I gave the dog one last scratch. 
 
    “Stay safe!” Greg called as I turned to leave. “Don’t get mauled by bears!” 
 
    “I’ll try my best!” I said over my shoulder as I stepped back into the morning air. 
 
    The walk through the city was fairly quiet as I enjoyed my breakfast and made my way toward the edge of the wilderness. There were countless trails all over this region, but plenty were accessed easily from town and were carefully signposted. The early hikers had started to power walk in various directions with bulging rucksacks already, and a few cars drove along the wide roads as I savored the slight warmth left in my pastry. 
 
    I left behind the tall buildings of the town, and I started to march up the steady incline that would lead into the epic wilderness. My lungs already felt stronger from the wild air as I sipped my coffee and listened to the birds singing. 
 
    Wearing headphones while walking was a big mistake I sometimes saw people make while on the trails. Not only did you miss the calming noise of nature, but it could be seriously dangerous. I had never run into a bear yet, but I knew there were some out there, along with bobcats apparently. Not to mention the fact that you should always listen out for rattlers, falling rocks, rolls of thunder, and yells of the crazy hippies that sometimes set up camp.  
 
    I had learned quickly that there was a group of people who had decided the best way to enjoy nature was to parade around fully naked in it. Cops kept trying to get rid of them, but there was always somewhere new to move in the mountains. 
 
     The well-worn path curved upward as the terrain began to get bumpier and greener. I checked my phone as I sipped my coffee and made sure that my post had been uploaded onto the geocaching forum. People seemed excited that I was trying out the difficult hunt, and I was determined to report back with good news. It wouldn’t be long until I lost signal, but I had the coordinates I needed locked into my GPS device. 
 
    Finding waypoints was so rewarding, and it really gave me that sense of adventure that I craved so much. Maybe I would end up working in the diner in a few months, but the thrill of my current mission was worth it. 
 
    There was something about stepping into the wilderness that soothed me, and I was happiest when there was a chance of getting slightly lost. I had gotten into climbing and camping at an early age, and being out in the wild had always been my happy place, especially after realizing I was way too gangly and uncoordinated as a kid for school sports.  
 
    An older couple with walking poles marched down the trail toward me as I shoved my coffee cup in the last trashcan that would be on the path. They nodded at me as I passed before they carried on with their conversation in German. I reckoned they must have been up early enough to go and watch the sun rise, and I didn’t blame them.  
 
    There were so many spots that were perfect for watching the morning unfold, and one in particular that was way more hidden from the main paths. It was an overhanging rock that looked out over the mountains, and I had often hiked up there with a coffee to watch the sun creep into the sky. I’d actually been wanting to take someone there on a date, but that hadn’t happened yet since my move. There were a few pretty girls I had seen about town, but I hadn’t made any real connections yet. 
 
    To be honest, I was kind of intimidated by them all. Every woman I saw seemed to have their life so sorted out. The guys they hung around did, too. They were well on their career paths, well set up with a social group, and just seemed so put together and sure of themselves. Whereas I’d always felt like I was meandering from one thing to the next without really feeling fulfilled by any of it. 
 
    I was determined to change all that first, and then maybe I’d find time for women eventually. 
 
    I chuckled as I pictured my elderly neighbor scolding me for not making the effort. So maybe that could be another project for my summer break. 
 
    The sun rose higher over the tall peaks as I climbed further into the mountains. A few different pathway options cropped up as I kept heading as west as possible. I passed by another group of early morning hikers as I double-checked my coordinates. Then I veered off to a much grassier pathway that didn’t seem to have any other walkers. 
 
    The trail led me further away from the more populated routes, and towering trees began to thicken around me. Oaks lined the path at first until my calves started to feel a slight burn from the ground’s incline. Fir trees surrounded me as I got higher into the mountains, and a small creek curved along through the thick bark. 
 
    This route was definitely getting harder with every minute as I climbed, and I took my mind off the physical burn while I focused on the task at hand. 
 
    I wondered if anything exciting had been left inside the container at the waypoint. The contents of the boxes were never important to me, but it was always fun to see what people had chosen to leave behind as their legacy. Sometimes there were little notes inside the containers, keychains, or strange trinkets that had meant something to the last geocacher. I would usually leave copies of books I loved inside if they would fit, and I liked to think that I helped people discover new worlds through it. 
 
    There was always a logbook to sign that proved you had been there, too, and I had brought my favorite pen for that purpose. It had been another gift from Owen before I moved out of the family home. My little brother was always so eager to hear about my trips, and he was excited to give me something that could be part of my adventures. The pen had traveled with me on every hike since, and I always made sure to take a picture to send him of the location. 
 
    The air became warmer as the morning went on, and I rummaged in my bag to find my water bottle. I was making good time on the trail, and a gentle breeze rustled the oaks, hickory, and pines around me. It was pleasant to have some coolness as every muscle in my body burned, and I rolled up my sleeves as I left the city further and further behind. 
 
    There were a couple of beautiful viewpoints that I stopped at to admire the stretch of green and blue. It was a route that I hadn’t fully explored before, and I soon started to understand why there was nobody else on the trail. I was a pretty fit guy with my love for all things outdoorsy, and even my legs were feeling the burn of the increasingly steep path. There were more and more spots littered with loose rock, but I was able to spot them long before I had to navigate across. A less experienced hiker would probably have serious difficulty with this trail, and I figured whoever hid this cache must have been a more seasoned hiker.  
 
    I made sure to keep an eye out among the trees as I got higher just in case any bears did decide to come and join the party. The pistol in my belt had never had to be used yet, but I knew better than to let the excitement of the hike cloud my safety instincts. Hearing the smallest rustle of leaves could save your life, and I was smart enough to know the importance of checking my surroundings periodically. 
 
    Then I stopped at the next break in the trees to study my GPS, and my heartbeat quickened when I realized how close I must be to the waypoint. It should only be another thirty minutes until I reached it, and I gulped down some more water before I took an apple from my pack.  
 
    The world around me seemed to quiet down without the voices of other hikers, and I drank in the view of the endless firs around me. Every mountain felt like it was calling out to me as I breathed in the glorious air that could only be found high above the city.  
 
    This was the life that gave me purpose and meaning. Why couldn’t every day be like this? Maybe those naked hippies were on to something. 
 
    I stretched my limbs before I set off again at a faster pace and studied the path up ahead. It became clear why this route was so quiet as the path suddenly began to incline to a crazy degree.  
 
    My boots slammed into the ground as the grass and loose rock became almost vertical. Little flurries of rocks and small boulders tumbled below me as my calves burned with every step. But I had managed to build some muscles onto my thin frame that helped propel me upward at a decent speed. Years of climbing had given me a strong physique that could deal with intense physical demands.  
 
    I made each breath deep and purposeful as I focused on nothing but the route ahead. Then the ground finally started to even out after a while, and I wiped sweat from my brow as the burn of my legs eased.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I glanced over my shoulder and realized just how brutal that stretch of trail had been. 
 
    Then I checked my GPS and grinned as I sped my pace up to a power walk. I was so close to finding that hidden box, and I couldn’t wait to claim the rare waypoint as my own.  
 
    This was what treasure hunters’ whole lives must be like, but to a much higher degree. The physical exhaustion was so worth the reward that came from finding what you were looking for, too. 
 
    I was grateful for the breeze that cooled down the back of my neck as the trail turned a sharp corner among the trees. Then I stopped as I was met with the dead end of a gray rock face that shot up about fifteen feet to a flat surface of grass above. I glanced around to find the trail, but there didn’t seem to be one. The walkway stopped right at the small cliff, and I realized I was going to have to climb. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” I said as a grin spread across my face. 
 
    This shit was definitely one of my better treks yet. 
 
    I had been rock climbing since I was a kid and had no trouble free climbing such a short distance. It took a few minutes for me to scan the area and work out my route before I cracked my neck and went for it. Hiking boots were far from the ideal footwear to have on for this, but I knew how to work my body enough to make up for it. 
 
    I took a breath before I stepped up onto the first jagged rock that stuck out for my boots. My fingers gripped the rough surface as I hauled myself upward, and I quickly climbed up to each foothold. The muscles in my arms burned pleasantly as I pulled up from one particularly long stretch, and I winced as I grabbed a rock that had nettles sticking out of the cracks. 
 
    My heart was beating like crazy as I finally reached the top and launched myself onto the flat surface with a grunt. I scraped my ankle on the edge of the rock face as I finally collapsed on soft grass, and I laughed as I lay on my back for a moment to catch my breath. 
 
    This was a fucking awesome spot to hide a waypoint. You really had to know your stuff to get here.  
 
    Fluffy clouds drifted along above me as my heartbeat gradually began to slow down, and then I scrambled to my feet as I surveyed the wide ledge I found myself on. It was about a third of the way from the mountain peak, and there were thriving shrubs all around the grassy area. I took a second to check I hadn’t been scratched too badly before I scanned for any signs of the rare box. 
 
    My GPS confirmed that I was as close to the coordinates as I was going to get, and I would scour the whole damn clearing if I had to. 
 
    It wasn’t sitting out in the open like some geocaches were, so that meant I would need to do some searching. I made my way around the clearing and looked through the bushes for any signs of the box. Each shrub was fully searched until I had made my way around in a circle. Then I straightened up and grinned as I double-checked the clearing. There was no sign of the box on the ground, and that meant I was going to have to dig.  
 
    My favorite waypoints had always been the ones that required a little extra effort that showed real thought had gone into it. I wasn’t surprised that whoever hid this rare box had also made sure to keep it hidden from view. 
 
    I swung my rucksack off my shoulders and took out my folding shovel. Then I slowly began to wander around the clearing to find any signs that could point to loose ground. The grass was long as if it had been growing for months, and I wondered how long ago this box had been buried. There was a collection of rocks sitting near a bush, and I gently pushed them with my foot to find they were loose in the dirt. 
 
    Excitement raced through my veins as I started to dig and carefully scooped the earth into a pile at my side. Some of the boxes I had found before were buried insanely deeply, and I knew I could be digging for a while before I reached it. 
 
    But after creating a hole big enough to come up to my torso, I got the feeling I wasn’t at the right spot. I took a second to lean against the shovel and catch my breath before I sighed and began to refill the hole.  
 
    The sun was beating down on me as I finally covered the hole back over and scanned the ground for another spot. I carefully walked all around the clearing until my footstep felt a looser sensation of dirt beneath my boots.  
 
    Then I crouched down and laughed out loud when I saw the thin line that had been cut around in a square of grass. Someone had carefully replanted a patch of ground back after digging it up, and I knew I had just hit the jackpot. 
 
    This was it. The rarest waypoint I had ever found. 
 
    I used the shovel to carefully maneuver the mound of dirt and grass up before I placed it down beside me. Then I continued to dig deep into the ground and sweat poured down the back of my neck. I scooped a fat worm out of the way so it didn’t get cut in half, and I grunted as the pile of dirt beside me got bigger and bigger. 
 
    After a couple of minutes I still hadn’t found anything, but it had to be down here, and I wasn’t going to stop digging until I found it. 
 
    Then my shovel hit something solid. 
 
    I cheered as I hurriedly scooped the dirt around the object away, flung my tool aside, and crouched down to dig my fingers down into the earth. I pulled until I had finally dislodged the item, and a black box was in my hands as I fell back onto my ass. 
 
    Sweat poured down my face as I stared at the container and grinned from ear to ear as dopamine poured through every one of my veins.  
 
    “Yes!” I hissed as I shook the muck from it. “I fucking knew I could do it!” 
 
    I pulled out my cell and took a selfie with the box and hole to capture the moment. The guys on the forum would go crazy for this one, and I couldn’t wait to show Owen. 
 
    Then I dusted the last of the dirt from the box and unclipped the lid. Inside the secure container there was another, much smaller box. I reckoned that the outer one was a waterproof protectant, and the inside one would have the hidden item. There wasn’t any sign of a logbook, though, so I wondered if it was inside the second container.  
 
    The small box was silver metal that had rusted slightly in a few spots, and there was a numbered padlock locking it shut. I frowned as I double-checked the ground for a fallen note, but there was nothing there.  
 
    “Hmm,” I muttered as I studied the metal box, but then I felt a rush of excitement when I lifted it up to see a laminated Post-it glued onto the bottom. 
 
    There was neat handwriting scrolled on it in blue ink that seemed to almost shine against the pale paper. 
 
    The day before yesterday I was 21, and next year I will be 24. When is my birthday? 
 
    Holy shit. This thing had a riddle to get the code of the padlock.  
 
    I fucking loved working out puzzles, and I scanned the text again as my mind raced. 
 
    Was it something to do with a leap year? No. Wait. The only way this would make sense is if they were born on the last day of the year. I hurriedly turned the padlock to the number 1231, and I felt a jolt of adrenaline rush through my veins when it fell open. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I muttered as I pulled the lock off and placed it beside me. 
 
    I noticed there was a strange symbol on the box that the padlock had been covering, and I held it up to get a better look. It was a circle etched into the metal with a detailed swirl inside it. 
 
    Someone had really gone all out to make this waypoint as epic as possible. 
 
    Then I took a breath as I looked down at the closed container. I ran a hand over the metal lid and took a moment to appreciate the fact I had been the first person to find it. It had been an awesome way to start my time off, and I felt a real sense of accomplishment that I hoped was a good sign for the months to come.  
 
    I wanted to truly appreciate the moment, and I got to my feet to face out to the beautiful view. The wind ruffled my hair as I gripped the cool metal and smiled to myself. 
 
    “Let’s see what’s inside,” I said quietly, and I flipped the slightly rusted lid of the silver box open. 
 
    Then the world around me spun violently as I was flung off my feet by an insane wind.  
 
    I yelled as my whole body twisted in the air, and I knew that some kind of freak storm had just struck at the top of that mountain.  
 
    Golden light shone all around me in a haze as I struggled to keep my eyes open against the wind. My rucksack slammed against my back as I gripped on tightly to the small box in my hands.  
 
    All my survival instincts kicked in as I tried desperately to work out how to keep safe inside a freak tornado, and I kept my arms tightly against my chest with the box. The storm felt like it was electrocuting my soul as every atom in my body sparked with energy. I had never felt anything like it in my life, and I half wondered if I had just been struck by lightning.  
 
    Then the wind suddenly stopped, and I crashed to the ground as the wild elements threw me down. I groaned from the impact, and a sticky heat washed over me. My eyes were closed from being blinded by dust, but I kept the box clutched in my hand as I pushed myself up slowly. At least no bones felt broken, and there would no doubt be other hikers nearby. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    Either way, I knew anxiety wouldn’t help after a natural accident, so I took a deep breath before I opened my eyes to see how far I had fallen.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat at what I found waiting for me. 
 
    I was standing in a small clearing surrounded by trees, but there wasn’t an oak, hickory, or fir in sight.  
 
    Giant green leaves that sort of reminded me of banana leaves drooped above my head as strange birds sang nearby. The grass came up to my shins as warm air caused beads of sweat to form on my face. Emerald vines with red veins hung all around like great snakes, and the humidity was something that could only be found in a jungle. Brightly colored bugs scuttled over the wide trunks around me as I slowly turned in a circle and blinked.  
 
    I actually pinched myself to make sure I was awake before I glanced down at the box in my hands. 
 
    There was no doubt that I had just had a geocaching experience like no other, but this was impossible.  
 
    I reached out to touch the rough bark of the tree beside me, and the solid surface assured me that this was real. 
 
    This was not a dream. The box had transported me far away from the Blue Ridge Mountains. 
 
    I hadn’t just found a waypoint. I had found a portal.
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 Chapter 2 
 
    I stared out into the dense jungle as my heart slammed against my chest. My body was in complete shock while my brain went at a million miles an hour. I blinked a few times and barely dared to move a muscle as I took in my surroundings. 
 
    There was no way this was really happening. It was impossible. 
 
    But it was hard to deny the fact that an orange butterfly had gently brushed against my face and tickled my cheek. I could feel the thick grass against my shins, and the air was humid enough for me to need to peel off my jacket. 
 
    How the fuck could it be real? I had been standing on a mountain a few miles from my apartment, and now I was in the middle of a strange jungle. 
 
    I studied the box in my hands but kept it shut just in case any other weird shit happened.  
 
    Had the original geocacher put some kind of hallucinogenic inside this thing? Was this a sick joke? 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and tried to focus on any odd sensations in my body that could be signs I was tripping. But everything felt fine, and the only mild discomfort was from where I’d scraped my skin on the rockface.  
 
    All evidence pointed to this jungle being real, and I had somehow just been transported to it from my geocaching location. 
 
    “Of course,” I said to myself in a stunned voice. “Why wouldn’t I be in a jungle? I bet this happens all the time. This is totally normal, and I am definitely not freaking out.” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths as I assured myself that I was safe, and I stepped forward to make sure all the muscles in my body still worked.  
 
    Excitement started to slowly replace shock as the reality of the situation settled in. I was somewhere else in the world, and I had an endless jungle laid out before me to explore. 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    It looked like my wish for adventure had more than come true, and I was suddenly itching to explore the area. I wanted to see if I could work out where the hell I was, but I knew that I should mark the spot I’d landed in first. Maybe the portal was important to this exact coordinate?  
 
    I pulled out my GPS device to see a bunch of flickering numbers on the screen that wouldn’t go away no matter how many times I rebooted it. The journey had clearly fucked up the electronics and further proved that something insane had just happened. My cell phone was doing the same thing and flashed up with blank screens no matter what I pressed. 
 
    Clearly these machines weren’t designed for being hurled through the very fabric of the Earth’s atmosphere. 
 
    Then I took my rucksack off and carefully wrapped the silver box inside my jacket before I placed it inside. That tiny container seemed to have just changed my entire understanding of how the world worked, and I was worried about keeping it safe. By my standards, it was basically the most valuable item on planet Earth right now, and there was no way I was going to let it get lost.  
 
    I double-checked that the box was secure a few times before I closed my bag back up and slid it over my shoulders. 
 
    I grabbed the Swiss army knife from my pocket and pulled out the sharpest blade as I stepped over to the closest tree. Then I carefully carved a small triangle that wouldn’t harm the bark much, but it would tell me that this was my original location. Purple sap oozed out of the area I’d cut, and I wondered what the hell kind of tree produced it. The liquid smelled sweet and almost glowed softly when the sunlight hit it. 
 
    Something in the distance chirped, and I took a deep breath as I slowly turned in a circle to take in my surroundings properly. Freaking out was not going to keep me alive, but my knowledge of navigating the wilderness would. 
 
    I had no idea which part of the world I was in and didn’t know enough about jungles to work it out very quickly. Was I in South America? Had I actually been taken to another continent? Maybe I had stepped into some remote region of Africa or Australia. If that little box could transport me to another part of the world, I didn’t see why I couldn’t have ended up on the other side of the Earth.  
 
    There was room to move through the trees in any direction, so I picked one route and began to walk carefully through the lush grass. I knew I needed to be hyper aware of my surroundings and made sure not to touch any plants I didn’t recognize.  
 
    Each step I took made me feel giddy with excitement as I slowly made my way through the jungle. This was more of an adventure than I could have ever dreamed, and I was so proud that I had been the one to find that box. 
 
    The bright sun peeked down from between the gaps in the leafy canopy, and I figured I had to be somewhere relatively close to my original time zone as I quickened my pace.  
 
    Then something moved up ahead in the distance. My quick survival instincts had me tucked behind a tree in seconds, but I peered out to study what was ahead. 
 
    It looked like there were a bunch of snakes standing on their tails and gently waving in the breeze, but that was insane. I squinted my eyes and snorted to myself when I realized it was just a plant, and I hurried back out to investigate.  
 
    But getting close to the plant only made the sight more weird. Twenty or so wide vines stuck up from the ground and wiggled around like they were being moved by water. Each one was a vibrant shade of neon green with flecks of luminous orange. I stood and stared at the weird bush from a few feet away and couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing.  
 
    This was the craziest fucking thing I had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    The curiosity to touch it was outweighed by my rational brain that told me it looked very poisonous. So I just walked slowly around the plant and studied the thick ropes that all met in the middle at the ground.  
 
    How the hell was it moving about like that? Was it some kind of Venus flytrap that would snap if a bug landed on the right spot? 
 
    The bush was completely mesmerizing, and I knew I would remember to water my plants if they were that fucking cool. I wandered around it several times before I forced myself to move on with my journey.  
 
    A centipede scuttled over a tree trunk on my left, and its body was colored like a rainbow oil slick. There was a tiny snake wrapped around a drooping branch, and its beady eyes watched me lazily. Its scales were almost perfectly blended into the bark, and I had only noticed it when I stepped close to mark the tree. 
 
    I reached out to carve underneath the branch, and the snake suddenly vanished before my eyes.  
 
    “Huh?” I blinked as I stared at the empty branch. “Where did you go?” 
 
    There was no sign of the little guy anywhere, and I slowly reached out to touch the spot it had been lying on. My fingers connected with the thin wood that proved the creature had truly disappeared into thin air. 
 
    “No,” I muttered to myself as I carved my marking. “It was just too fast for human eyes to follow.” 
 
    This jungle was full of life that I had never even seen before in books, and I was seriously confused about where I was. Everything seemed too bright and bizarre to be… Earth. 
 
    I shook my head to try and stop that train of thought from getting out of hand. My love for fantasy and sci-fi was going to make my theories run wild if I kept pulling at that thread. This situation was weird enough without me trying to work out if I had ended up on some alien planet. 
 
    But every step I took made me question that more and more. 
 
    I spotted so many plants that had the most bizarre colorings and shapes I had ever seen. There was one bush that pulsed with dull, yellow light and throbbed as if it was breathing like a human. Another flower that I passed had so many spikes sticking out of the stem that I made sure to give it a seriously wide berth.  
 
    Every inch of the jungle was just so fascinating, and I had never felt so fucking alive. I stopped every few yards to mark a cross onto the trees just to keep track of my trail. But I felt like I wanted to just keep walking forever.  
 
    My body had adapted to the humidity well enough, and I was desperate to keep exploring this endless stretch of jungle. Every step I took made me more convinced that I was not on Earth, but I kept trying to rationalize that in my mind. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” I muttered as I glanced up to the sky.  
 
    I ran a hand over my hip just to make sure that the pistol was still securely in place. There was no telling what kind of danger I could run into, but at least I was armed. 
 
    The bushes beside me rustled, and I stopped in my tracks as I pulled my weapon. But the creature that sprang out of the leaves was one of the least intimidating things I had ever seen. 
 
    It was the rough size and shape of a raccoon, but its short hair was a dark shade of green. The creature’s snout was weirdly long and had wonky teeth that stuck out at odd angles. Its pointed ears twitched as it stared at me with amber eyes that were perfectly round and wide. 
 
    We looked at each other for a moment before the animal scuttled off into the next bush, and I was left with a certainty that the creature was nothing that I had ever seen in any book or documentary. 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said quietly as I continued through the jungle.  
 
    And from there, I lost track of how far or how long I had been walking when a bird cawed from above my head. The sound made me quickly crank my neck to look up, and my jaw fell open when I saw the creature that was the size of a golden eagle. It had feathers that were a mix of bright blue and purple that created stripes over its wings and body. The bird’s beak was a long hook that curved downward, and its eyes were entirely black.  
 
    I stared up at the bird as it launched itself off the branch and broke up through the canopy of leaves. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I murmured as I stared up after the creature, and I knew damn well I was not on Earth anymore. 
 
    The realization that I might have traveled to another world made my head spin. I felt slightly dizzy, so I grabbed my water bottle and took a long drink before I started to walk again.  
 
    How long was I going to wander through this land? Maybe I should keep going until I found some kind of civilization, but I didn’t even know if there were other people in this place. Maybe I was the first human who had ever set foot in this world of crazy animals and plants. I didn’t even want to leave behind any mess that could harm the strange and foreign wilderness, so I made sure to carefully pocket the wrapper of the protein bar I devoured.  
 
    My love for the outdoors and adventure was at an all-time high as I scanned every inch of the terrain around me. 
 
    Then I glanced down and almost fell over when I noticed the grass seemed to part below my feet before my boot landed. It was as if my footprints were being naturally covered as the emerald blades swept aside just slightly to stop from being crushed. 
 
    That was all the proof that I needed to support my growing theory.  
 
    The silver box had transported me to another world. 
 
    But how the hell was a geocaching waypoint a portal? This changed everything we thought we knew about Earth, physics, planets, and how the fucking universe worked. Then I wondered if I could even use the box to travel back to my home. 
 
     Was this some kind of one-time thing? Did the portal allow you to travel once, but you had to stay in that destination? Was my life going to forever be exploring this dense jungle with all its weird creatures? 
 
    There was something wildly exciting about that thought– the promise of a whole new life. But I had people on Earth who cared about me, and I couldn’t just vanish off the planet without a goodbye. 
 
    I frowned at the thought, even as I kind of hoped I could stay here forever, but then I noticed four claw marks dragged over the thick bark of a nearby tree. 
 
    They were fucking massive. Purple sap dribbled right down from the violent gashes and puddled into the roots, and my stomach lurched as I studied the markings. That had to mean there were wild cats out here. Big ones. And I wondered what kind of terrifying alien tiger might be lurking in the jungle. 
 
    More importantly, freshly dripping sap meant this gash had to have occurred within the last hour or so… 
 
    Alright, so maybe staying here forever would be fucking terrifying. Shit. 
 
    I heard the faint sound of bubbling water nearby as the slope I’d been walking along finally evened out, and I hurriedly left behind the shredded trunk. The trees became more spaced out as I slowed to a halt and examined the change in terrain. 
 
    Bubbling puddles were dotted around in front of me among the long grass, and I could see a stretch of swampy marsh a few yards ahead. 
 
    I took a while to scan the area to see if it was still walkable, and I could spot plenty of solid areas to take me around the wet spots. Then I slowly started to make my way around the small bogs as a putrid smell hit my nostrils. 
 
    It was a mixture of rotting meat and sulfur, and I tried to only breathe through my mouth as I examined the marshes. The muddy water was a deep brown with green bubbles that spat up from the surface. A group of toads sat around one of the puddles, and their insanely long tongues darted out to catch bugs that looked like flies every few seconds. Their deep croaks sounded too loud for their small bodies, and I could have sworn that one of them winked at me as I sidled past. 
 
    “Don’t be fucking crazy,” I moaned under my breath. “The toads are not winking at you.” 
 
    I knew I could turn back now and return to my original location in an hour or so. There was nothing keeping me in the jungle, and I had marked my return route clearly among the trees. 
 
    But there was something inside me that just couldn’t settle for not knowing what else was out there. I could be the first ever human to walk this land, and I had spent my whole life chasing adventure like this. The jungle was beyond anything I ever thought I would see in my life, and there was no way I could abandon this opportunity. 
 
    I grinned to myself as I carefully maneuvered over a wide puddle. Maybe I really did have the heart of a treasure hunter after all.  
 
    The biggest area of marsh had plenty of solid ground around it, and I took each step carefully and slowly as I eased past the bubbling liquid. There were sharp plants that grew out of the swamp that looked like green blades, and I chose to ignore the toads who hopped around my feet. 
 
    Then I spotted a wall up ahead. 
 
    But when I slowed down, I realized that it was actually a barrier made of the thickest vines I had ever seen in my life. Each one had a strange sheen to it with multiple spikes that protruded from the green membrane.  
 
    I carefully approached the wall and studied it for any signs of danger. The vines weren’t moving, and I still couldn’t see any traces of either man or creature. 
 
    A chill ran down my spine as I stood right in front of the vines.  
 
    It had really started to sink in that I had left behind the life I knew, and I felt like pushing past these vines would be some kind of mental metaphor. Like I was crossing a line into becoming a true explorer. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” I grinned as I put my hands carefully on the vines and made sure to dodge the thorns. 
 
    Then I pushed the thick plants aside and stepped through before any thorns could fall back onto me. I found myself on top of a slope that led steeply down to a level of the jungle with much shorter grass. There were brightly colored plants all around, but that wasn’t what made my jaw fall open. 
 
    In the center of the clearing below was a building that stretched out further than I could see. It was made of pale gray stone with emerald moss growing over the majority of the walls. Thick towers stuck up all over the slanted roof, and rainbow birds nested among some of the bigger cracks. A huge, wide staircase of black stone led up to a doorway that could have fit my whole apartment inside. 
 
    My throat went dry as I tried to take in the enormity of the building, and I knew that this was not just some house or resting spot for travelers. 
 
    I had found what I could only describe as a temple. 
 
    I wanted to cheer at the top of my lungs with excitement as I stared down at the moss-covered structure. 
 
    A fucking temple. This was proof that other people were here, and I felt like I had just discovered the lost city of Atlantis.  
 
    Every muscle inside me wanted to race down and explore, but I forced myself to carefully study my surroundings first. There was no leafy canopy over the temple, so I got to see the sky properly for the first time. It was a much brighter blue than I had ever seen on Earth, and the clouds had a pale green tinge to them. Everything about this place was amazing, and my heart was racing like crazy as I finally hurried down the hill. 
 
    As soon as I reached the bottom, I noticed there was a strange silence that hung in the air of the clearing as I stared up at the mossy bricks. None of the birds sang inside their nests, and I wondered if they knew it was best to keep quiet. The stillness made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as I remembered the scratch marks I had seen further back on my journey.  
 
    I cautiously pulled out my pistol as I studied the huge staircase before me. There was mud crusted along the steps that led up to the looming doorway, and weeds grew through the cracks on either side of the stairs. Inside it looked pretty dark, so I slipped my flashlight out before I slowly began to climb. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to reach the top and peer into the gloomy entranceway.  
 
    The sunlight illuminated just enough for me to see there was a huge room made of more gray stone. I swept my flashlight over the area to make sure I was alone before I stepped inside. 
 
    Then flames burst to life on wall-mounted torches all around me.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I snapped as more and more orange fire appeared along the towering walls. 
 
    I spun around in circles a few times to see who had made that happen, but there was no sign of anyone else.  
 
    Was this magic? Was I in a world where magic actually existed? 
 
    I thought I might pass out from excitement at that moment. I felt like I had stepped inside one of my favorite novels. 
 
    I was deep in an exotic jungle. 
 
    Standing inside an ancient temple. 
 
    With magically lit torches lining my path. 
 
    What the fuck was my life? 
 
    The entranceway of the temple was now fully visible, and I had to crane my neck to see all the way up to the distant ceiling. Cobwebs hung like creepy flags far above the torches, and purple spiders scuttled around the brickwork. Some empty nests had been wedged between cracks in the stone, but it looked like they had been abandoned long ago. Clearly the birds had decided that the outside roof was safer. 
 
    That did not fill me with comfort. 
 
    But I still couldn’t stop staring at the sheer grandeur of the old, ancient chamber. The walls and floor were made of gray stone, but the cracks between them glistened with bright emerald. It was as if someone had poured the precious gem along each break and left it to set. The sparkling green gave the temple a much more grand and royal feel than it had outside. 
 
    “Daaaaamn,” I breathed as I eyed the gem-like trails. 
 
    I’d never been surrounded by so much beauty in my life, but there was still something creepy about the place. Seeing such a huge building completely abandoned made me wonder what had driven both people and animals away from it.  
 
    At least I was armed. 
 
    I moved deeper inside the temple and stopped when I saw three staircases that curved down into darkness. Each one was separated by towering walls that left me with three paths to pick from. No signs were hung to give me any hints about what lay downstairs, and I was left with nothing but my own intuition to guide me.  
 
     Part of me wondered if this could still somehow be part of the geocaching game. I had read about billionaires spending their money on ridiculous personal hobbies. Could this somehow be a virtual reality that was all part of the original mission? 
 
    It would certainly be less awesome than actually being in another world, but my mind was reeling at all the possibilities. 
 
    Until a low hum radiated throughout the temple. It made the floor shake slightly for just a moment, and I stood perfectly still as a flurry of debris rained down from the ceiling. I could see the spiders clinging onto their webs through it all, but the sound only lasted a moment before the temple fell still again. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I whispered into the empty halls.  
 
    The noise probably would have served as a warning to some people to get out, but it only made me want to explore further. Still, I made sure to keep my pistol close just in case. My adrenaline-fueled excitement was at an all-time high, but I was still going to play this smart.  
 
    I examined the staircases and knew that I needed to just hurry up and pick one. Each set of steps looked identical as they curved down out of sight, and I just had to choose a direction. 
 
    I paced between each of them and stopped at the far left option before I had any more time to overthink it. There was no logical way to make this choice, but my instincts were prickling about this one. The orange flames crackled as I stared down the steps, and I checked over my shoulder before I hurried into the unknown. 
 
    “This is so fucking cool,” I muttered as I walked around the curve of the staircase. 
 
    Whoever had designed this had really gone all out on the mystery aspect. Winding staircases underneath a giant temple? It didn’t get much more thrilling than that. 
 
    The stairs eventually stopped at the bottom of a long corridor that had also been lit with flaming torches. Emerald streaks sparkled all the way down between each stone as I studied the stretch of ground with my jaw unhinged. 
 
    I could see the hallway curved around to the left at the far end, so I started to walk down the silent, bejeweled path. 
 
    The air inside the temple was much cooler than the jungle, and my body was grateful to have a break from the intense humidity. A faint smell of florals hung in the air as another deep hum rang out all around me.  
 
    Maybe that sound was just some kind of clock? Or just the wind racing through a giant pipe? I tried not to think too much about what else it could be in this mysterious world. There was no point worrying about anything until I was face to face with it. As long as I was careful and prepared, I could deal with this shit. 
 
    But then I turned the corner at the end of the hallway and stopped in my tracks as a fork in the path gave me four options of directions to choose. 
 
    Holy shit. This place was a maze. 
 
    Each tunnel snaked downward, and I knew that again there would be no obvious way to pick a direction. I just had to trust my instincts, and I studied each corridor before I walked down the second tunnel on my right side. 
 
    The walkway sloped continuously downward until I finally reached a dead end. There was a wall blocking my path, and it looked like I had chosen the wrong direction. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I slowed down.  
 
    It seemed weird that there would be a whole corridor built just to lead to a dead end. Maybe some ancient society had made this to try and confuse their enemies?  
 
    But there was something about the wall that seemed strange, and I studied it for a moment before I realized the bricks were arranged in a different layout to the rest of the walls. 
 
    Each stone was perfectly aligned in a block that created a grid of six by six. It was much neater and more symmetrical than the other areas, and I reached out to touch one of the bricks. 
 
    The gray stone flashed gold and displayed a simple outline picture of a bird before it faded.  
 
    I blinked at the stone. 
 
    Did I just imagine that? 
 
    I touched it again just for the same thing to happen. 
 
    The torch beside me dulled very slightly, too, and I frowned as I glanced up at it.  
 
    Then I tried touching another brick and watched the flash of gold display a picture of a tree before it faded again. And the torch to my left dulled further. 
 
    That’s when I suddenly realized what was going on. 
 
    This wasn’t just a wall. It was a memory game. I had to figure out a puzzle to get through the corridor, and the torches grew duller with each turn. That meant I only had a certain amount of time before I lost the game. 
 
    I had to solve a puzzle to continue through the temple, and I was already running out of time.
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 Chapter 3 
 
    I had already seen two pictures, and I solidified their position on the wall in my head. There were thirty-six squares altogether within my reach just waiting to be connected with their partners. The orange glow beside me was growing duller every second, and my heart raced as I focused on the huge puzzle. 
 
    Then I got to work pressing as many blocks as I could until I found another tree down on the left.  
 
    “Yes!” I hissed as I quickly turned around its pair at the same time. 
 
    Both blocks stayed gold and displayed their illustrations as I worked on the rest of the wall. I had always been good at memory games as a kid, and I couldn’t stop grinning as I raced through the pictures. 
 
    The torch beside me gradually dulled as more and more stones stayed gold. I was flying through the puzzle as if my life depended on it, and I finally slammed my hands on the remaining two bricks just as the last of the firelight flickered beside me. 
 
    Both of the stones glowed gold as I stared at the pleasing display of paired illustrations, and the wall creaked as it swung open like a door. 
 
    “Fuuck, yeah!” I grinned as the torch beside me flickered back to its full strength. 
 
    I wiped the sweat off my forehead as I felt high with excitement. This was the coolest thing I had ever experienced in my life, and I wondered if you got to try again if you didn’t complete the puzzle in time. Maybe you got one shot at each puzzle, and that was why there were multiple options of pathways? 
 
    My feet practically sprinted along as I moved down the corridor that curved around in a spiral. I hoped there would be more puzzles waiting for me because that feeling of achievement was indescribable. This shit made me feel like a real treasure hunter, and I couldn’t think of anywhere else I would rather be. 
 
    But slowly, an unpleasant smell drifted toward me as I got further down the spiral. It was that same stench that had radiated from the swamps outside, and I slowed down as it grew more intense. 
 
    Then the bubbling sound of water drifted in the air just as I turned the final bend to see a sudden drop in the ground below me.  
 
    I quickly stepped back as I stared out at a long stretch of bog water with five stone pillars placed along it. There was another corridor on the far side, and I was clearly looking at an extreme game of stepping stones.  
 
    This was definitely a step up from the memory game, and getting this wrong would mean getting seriously drenched in gross water. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling at this. Sure, the water was nasty-smelling, but it was hardly high stakes. 
 
    Should be easy. 
 
    I grinned to myself as I studied the swamp and weighed up how easy each jump would be. My long frame and talent with balance was going to be a huge advantage, and I knew I could make it across with relative ease. The last pillars would definitely need a bigger jump, but getting covered in gross goop wasn’t much of a risk. 
 
    Then something groaned behind me, and I looked over my shoulder to see a wall of solid stone had come down over the entrance to the swamp. 
 
    “What the…?” I muttered as I returned to the door. 
 
    Except now it looked like a solid wall. There weren’t even any seams where the entrance had been, and no amount of tapping revealed any puzzle that could let me out. 
 
    There was no turning back. The temple wasn’t going to let me. 
 
    “Okayyy,” I said a little uneasily.  
 
    Since there was only one direction to go now, I stretched out before I positioned myself to make the first leap. It was only a couple of yards, and there was plenty of room for me to stand or even flop on my belly on the initial pillar. 
 
    My legs burned slightly from the amount of hiking I had done that day, but my adrenaline overruled any physical tiredness. I tightened the straps of my rucksack to make sure it was secure before I leaped onto the first pillar. Swamp water bubbled loudly as my boots hit the gray floor, and I held my hands out to steady myself.  
 
     There was a slight wobble, but I managed to keep upright fairly easily as I felt a rush of pride race through me. None of the lanterns flickered any duller, and I figured there was no time limit to this challenge. The physical aspect of it was probably seen to be enough of a task.  
 
    Then something below me snarled, and my heart dropped into my stomach. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
     I stood as still as a statue as the deep roar came again, and my eyes darted down to the swamp below. 
 
    A ridged, brown spine poked out of the water and vanished below the surface once more. 
 
    “Fuuuuucking shit,” I croaked. 
 
    Okay, so maybe the stakes were higher than I thought right now. 
 
    Sweat poured down the back of my neck as I stared down at the bubbling liquid. Maybe there were no time restraints on this challenge, but there was something a hell of a lot worse. There was a fucking creature down there waiting for me to mess up. All it would take would be one slip of a foot, and I could become breakfast for whatever the hell was down there. 
 
    I looked back at the solid wall where the door had been. There was still no seams or even a hint that I could go back now. 
 
    Shit, this whole situation was getting real now. What the fuck had I stumbled into? 
 
    I turned back to my next pillar and focused on nothing but the jump. There could be some timer that I hadn’t noticed, and I wanted to get to the other side as quickly as possible.  
 
    It was roughly the same distance as the first leap, but there was less room for the initial launch. 
 
    The creature rumbled below me, and I threw myself off the ground with a grunt. I crouched as I landed to make sure I could grip onto the stone. My feet collided with the pillar brutally as I grabbed the emerald-filled cracks. Sweat poured down my back as I took a moment to take in that I had made it.  
 
    Everything suddenly seemed a whole lot more deadly, and I risked another glance down at the swampy waters to see a pair of eyes watching me. 
 
    The top half of a large head and snout peeked up just above the water, and the creature’s red eyes glowed as it stared. It looked like a huge crocodile that was just waiting for me to get one of these jumps wrong.  
 
    Determination swept over me as I studied the next pillar and tried to block out the glare of the monster below. I considered trying to shoot the thing, but that could be a bad idea in such an enclosed space. My initial hike had been for the mountains which meant I hadn’t brought any ear protection to help with indoor spaces. I could end up hurting myself if I tried that, and the beast sank down below the surface every few seconds anyway. 
 
    “Come on,” I muttered. “You can fucking do this.” 
 
    Then I leaped with as much precision and determination as I could summon.  
 
    My stomach lurched as I flew through the air, and I landed right in the center of the pillar. 
 
    But I barely had time to celebrate my victory when the stone below me jolted violently. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed as I gripped onto the bricks and looked over the edge. 
 
    The creature had vanished far below the surface, but it was clearly throwing itself against the base of the pillar. Debris rained down into the swamp as the beast continued to smash against the stone, and I suddenly had a much deadlier countdown than before. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I growled. 
 
    My last pillar was a greater distance than any of the ones before, and the ground below me shook every few seconds. Just launching myself off was going to be a serious task without slipping off of the stone. 
 
    I was going to have to move fast without much time to line up my landing. The creature’s muffled roar echoed out from below the swamp as I slowly rose from my crouched position. I gripped the brick until another slam came, and I knew I only had a few seconds to jump before it knocked into the pillar again.  
 
    Pure adrenaline coursed through me as I launched myself off the ground toward the final stepping stone. My breath left my lungs as I hurtled through the air, and my feet just missed the pillar.  
 
    I felt my right boot scrape against the side before my leg fell downward, but I flung both hands out to grab the side of the surface. 
 
    My fingers dug into the emerald gaps that gave me just enough grip to hold on. I held my entire body weight by my fingertips as I put every ounce of strength I had into pulling myself up.  
 
    All my rock climbing experience saved my life as I slammed my toes into the pillar and pushed myself up onto solid ground. My heart thudded loudly as I realized I was almost done, but then the creature below snarled and flung itself against the last pillar.  
 
    I forced my sore body to balance as I crouched and studied the final jump I had to make. 
 
    It was the longest distance of them all, but I was fired up with determination and energy. Plus, my current pillar had just begun to sway, so I barely had a second to calculate my jump before I launched myself with all the fury and power that my legs could generate. 
 
     I flew through the air and felt my first boot just hit the edge of the ground on the other side. If I had leaned backward even slightly, it would have toppled me over into the swamp, but I swung my body forward to put all the weight toward my chest.  
 
    I slammed down onto the stone and just managed to break the worst of the fall with my forearms. The stone scraped my skin as I yanked my boots away from the edge of the drop.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as I leaped to my feet. “Holy shit. Hoooly shit. What the hell?” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair as I stared out at the pillars I had just managed to navigate over. The swamp continued to bubble, and the creature below let out a dull snarl before it fell silent again. 
 
    I felt faint with shock as I processed what had just happened, and I grabbed my water bottle as I tried to steady my breathing. The first puzzle had been a fun challenge, but the second had almost killed me.  
 
    This temple was a deadly maze, and it was blocking me from going anywhere but forward. 
 
    My mind reeled for a solid minute as I wondered again where I was, how this was real, and if I’d actually be able to get back home again if I wanted to. 
 
    In a moment of desperation, I tore into my rucksack and removed the geocache box. Then I took one last look around at the ancient temple’s swampy chamber before I opened the box. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Ooookay, Colton,” I said in the hopes of steadying my heart rate. “This is totally fine. This place is… strange and potentially magical. I’m sure once we’re outside, the portal will work.” 
 
    I barely believed the words myself, but I held onto this hope with every scrap of my being as I carefully stowed the geocache box back in my rucksack. 
 
    Then I turned around and started to make my way along the long stretch of corridor that took me away from the swamp. 
 
    “Nowhere to go but forward,” I muttered.  
 
    My guard was up as I walked carefully to not make too much noise. I had no idea what else could be waiting for me inside this temple, and I started to wonder where this path was going to end up. Would I be led back into the jungle once I had passed through enough of these challenges? Or was I going to wind up in some ultimate trap down in the depths of a dungeon? 
 
    There had to be a purpose for all of these challenges. Was it to guard something that was never meant to be found? I frowned as I considered the possibility. The puzzles I had faced had been dangerous, but achievable.  
 
    Surely if this place was guarding something, then there would just be lethal traps with no way of getting through. It was like the temple was a series of challenges that only certain people would be able to navigate safely. 
 
    Who was it that they were trying to keep out? And who were they hoping would make it through? 
 
    My mind raced as the corridor started to widen out until I found myself in a large room with a tall door on the far side. There were some shelves stacked with old books and junk underneath the torches, and I carefully scanned the space for any signs of terrifying monsters. 
 
    But it looked like I was alone in this room. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Then my throat went dry as the entranceway I had come in from closed over with another wall of seamless stone. 
 
    “Quickly,” I amended. “Let’s do this quickly.”  
 
    There was something on the stones of what appeared to be the exit, and as I hurried closer, I could see that it was a row of emerald squares that sparkled against the stonework. I gently reached out to touch one, and a pleasant note rang out into the room. Each one of the squares made a different sound like an ethereal piano, and I wondered if I had to make up a song. 
 
    I had never been much of a musician, so this seemed like it was going to be trickier than the physical tasks I had completed. Was I meant to play something in particular? 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    Musical abilities aside, this felt too tame after nearly getting eaten by a swamp gator. 
 
    There was more to this. There had to be. 
 
    A creaking noise above my head made me snap my neck up to see something slowly emerge from the ceiling far above.  
 
    The gleam of metal shone against the torches as thick spikes eased out of the stone, and they began to inch further down into the room.  
 
    Fuck, I hated being right sometimes. 
 
    I was trapped in the room with deadly spikes inching closer toward my skull every second.  
 
    There had to be some kind of clue inside the room, and I raced back toward the shelves to scan the books. My heart sank when I grabbed the first leather-bound novel and flipped it open to see a scroll of writing that I didn’t recognize. The next book had the same kind of text in a language that I couldn’t understand. 
 
    “Fuck!” I snapped as I started to grab every book and fling the pages open hoping to find English. 
 
    Even another Earth language might give me a chance of working it out. I knew a decent amount of Spanish and enough German to get by. But the cryptic words taunted me from every page as the slow creak of the spikes got louder above me.  
 
    I took a breath as I gripped my head and stared at the mess of books on the ground. This wasn’t the end. I wasn’t going to die from a spiky trap in a deserted temple. There had to be something that I was missing. 
 
    My eyes scanned the junk on the shelf, and I spotted a box among the dusty vases and bottles. I grabbed it and flung it open to hear a faint tune as a bird spun around on an electric spring. 
 
    “It’s a music box!” I yelled as I sprinted back over to the door. 
 
    The mechanics were very worn, and I had to hold the box up to my ear to hear the tune properly. I covered my other ear to only take in the simple melody before I tried to replicate it on the emerald squares. 
 
    My hands were clammy with sweat as the air in the room got hotter. The spikes inched closer and closer as I managed to get the first four notes of the song in the right order. I kept playing the song over and over as I forced myself to keep calm and breathe. 
 
    It was just a simple puzzle, and I had all the tools I needed to get the right answer. 
 
    But it was hard as shit to remain calm with spikes looming only a few feet above my damn head now.  
 
    Pure survival instinct took over as they drew another few inches closer. I glanced up to see they were less than a yard away from my head, and I crouched down as I managed to recreate almost all of the correct tune.  
 
    The music box squeaked its weak song to me as sweat poured down my face, and I finally structured the notes properly. Then I slammed my hand down on each emerald square in order just as the metal spikes were a couple of inches away from my stooped body. 
 
    The door lifted at a painfully slow rate as the spikes continued to move toward me, so I dropped to my knees, flung myself forward, and skidded onto the next floor on my belly. 
 
    Then I sat bolt upright on the other side as I watched the spikes beyond the door slowly ease right down into the stone ground with a terrifying amount of steady pressure. They stayed there for a moment before they began to rise back up, and I was still gaping at the last trap when the stone door abruptly dropped shut with an ear-shattering bang. 
 
    The ancient floor trembled from the impact, and I felt slightly nauseous as I stared at the seamless wall in front of me. 
 
    My heart slammed against my chest. Those spikes would have impaled me like a kebab before they crushed me against the stone floor. And the slow-ass door wouldn’t have done shit to help me if I’d been even a few seconds later in solving the puzzle. 
 
    It was utterly deadly, sadistic, and pure evil mind games, disguised as a twisted music test. 
 
    And yet, I couldn’t stop a grin from spreading over my face. 
 
    Maybe I was losing my mind finally, but I couldn’t help the smile. 
 
    That had been close, but I had beaten it. The room of music which was far from my strong point had not managed to defeat me. I’d never had so much adrenaline in my veins in my life, and I felt fucking unstoppable. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet as dopamine and all kinds of heady chemicals coursed through my body. This was everything I had ever dreamed of. I was making my way through a dangerous temple like I was Indiana fucking Jones. 
 
    And I was kind of kicking ass at it.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I hissed as I punched the air. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I took a deep swig of water before I continued through the temple. 
 
    The ground began to steadily ease upward as the air grew warmer once more. I wondered if I was finally on my way out of the temple, and I was surprised to find I was a little bummed at the idea as I stretched out my arms and reached the top of the slope.  
 
    I was admittedly stoked to find another wide room lay before me with three small pillars that sat in a vertical line. 
 
    Each one had a large key on top, and I quickly realized that there were matching keyholes on the far door. I scanned the room to see what the catch was, but I couldn’t see any creatures or signs of the walls moving.  
 
    But I knew there had to be some deadly secret, and it seemed like the timers for these challenges started whenever I stepped inside. If I could figure it out before I moved, then I could get some precious extra minutes on my side. 
 
    I took a step back to study the space, and a glint of green light caught my eye. It flashed into my vision for just a moment before another one shone a few feet behind.  
 
    I crouched down, and the torchlight hit the room perfectly to show a maze of razor-thin, green wire suspended from each wall. The trap was laid out all over the room and ranged from ankle height to just above my head. 
 
    It was like one of those laser traps that I had seen in so many heist movies, but I had a suspicion the penalty for pulling one of the wires would be much worse than an alarm being sounded. 
 
    There was a scraping noise behind me, and I glanced back to see a blockage had appeared at the bottom of the slope. 
 
    “Time to play,” I muttered as I stared at the wire maze.  
 
    Shining my flashlight on the room made the obstacles much easier to see, so I took some time to work out the layout of the maze. Getting to the first key looked simple enough. It would just require carefully stepping over a few wires down at ankle height and reaching over another one. 
 
    But the route after that would call for some ducking and diving, and I wished I didn’t have my backpack causing extra bulk. I gripped my flashlight tightly as I swung my foot over the first wire and carefully placed it down. My second leg followed easily, and I started to make my way through the wire maze.  
 
    Each step was precisely calculated as I weaved closer and closer to the key. I confidently reached the first pillar after just a couple of minutes, and I grinned as I reached out to grab the gold item. The cold metal sent a rush of victorious pride through me as I stuffed the key into my jacket pocket. 
 
    But my celebration was dampened when the floor rumbled beneath me, and I put all of my effort into staying still without touching the wires.  
 
    Stones creaked and groaned around me as some sections of the floor started to ooze with swamp water. The liquid spread over the neat squares before stopping, and it seemed to thicken into a paste.  
 
    I stared at the brown gunk and wondered what the hell was going on.  
 
    Then I shook my head and pulled my focus back to the task at hand. My flashlight showed me the maze layout ahead, and I carefully began to navigate over the wires. They began to get higher as I approached the second pillar until one of them required me to duck under rather than step over. I took my rucksack off and slid it through first before I crouched down and followed. My lanky frame managed to get under the wire without a problem, and I straightened up beside the second pillar. 
 
    I reached out eagerly to grab the second key and felt my foot nudge my backpack. The bag touched a wire right as I picked up the key, and something to my right creaked.  
 
    I looked to my side just as a giant blade made of black steel swung out from the wall.  
 
    “Holy shit!” I yelped. 
 
    It flew toward me like a deadly pendulum, and I had only a matter of seconds to move out of its way. I scanned the area in front of me to see there were two wires to cross over to get me out of harm’s way.  
 
    My body reacted before my brain could quite catch up, and I grabbed my pack right as I launched myself over the first wire.  
 
    I barely touched the ground before I made my second jump into a space that had enough room for me to stand upright. 
 
    The giant blade whooshed behind me and sent a hot wind through my hair as it passed. I held my breath as I clutched my backpack and didn’t dare move an inch. Then the room was quiet again, and I risked moving my head just enough to see that the blade had vanished back into the wall.  
 
    It looked like they only did one swipe of the room, but that would be more than enough to slice me in half if I got stuck. Not to mention, a lot of people going along this path might panic and jump through the wires to get free, and that would result in even more traps being sprung.  
 
    There was clearly potential to be slashed into tiny pieces in this room, and I needed to stay calm if I wanted to avoid that outcome. 
 
    One key was left, and it was surrounded by oozing gunk on the floor. I carefully weaved over and under green wires and held my breath every time I moved.  
 
    But as I got closer to the final pillar, I started to feel lightheaded. My eyelids began to get heavy, and my limbs were moving just slightly slower than I wanted them to.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered as I stared at the brown goop that had steam wafting up from its depths. 
 
    There was something in that rancid puddle that was making me drowsy, and that could be lethal inside this room. 
 
    I quickly pulled my shirt up to cover my mouth and nose before I stepped over the next green wire. The material of my top did very little to help with the fumes, so I held my breath as much as possible. 
 
    I had to reach over one wire that sat at my hip to grab the final key, and the steam of the bog was thicker than ever now. My eyes watered like crazy as the smell overpowered my senses and stung my nostrils. It felt like the swamp was crawling down my throat as I tried desperately to keep my balance as I reached.  
 
    My torso leaned over the wire just enough for me to grab that final key. I pulled it back and quickly stuffed it into my pocket before I furiously rubbed my eyes. 
 
    Getting to the door would be impossible if my vision wasn’t perfect, and I refused to fuck this up at the final hurdle. 
 
    A bubbling noise below warned me that the danger was far from over, and I glanced down to see swamp water ooze out of every crack in the floor. The brown liquid slowly began to fill up each square as the pungent steam rose to meet me.  
 
    “Shit, shit, shit!” I hissed as I took a deep breath and forced myself to concentrate on where the light of my flashlight fell. 
 
    There were only a few green wires between me and the door, but it took all my mental strength to focus on them. I gagged on the stench of the swamp water as I slowly lifted a leg over the next obstacle. It took a ridiculous amount of discipline to get my second leg to follow after me and continue without slipping. 
 
    My body began to tremble from the sheer effort of holding my breath as I studied the last two wires. There was one left to step over, and one to duck below. Tears formed in my eyes from the intensity of the fumes, and the back of my throat stung. My vision began to blur as I shakily lifted my foot over the next wire, and I knew I was in danger.  
 
    It took all of my control to plant my boot down before slowly maneuvering the other one in the same way.  
 
    The swamp water was sticky under my soles as I held the flashlight up to look at the final trap.  
 
    I had to use both hands because they were trembling so much, and it looked like there were two different green wires wobbling beside each other. But I knew it was the fumes making me see double, and I blinked furiously before I lowered myself down as slowly as possible onto all fours.  
 
    I slipped my rucksack onto my front to make it easier to judge the bulk of it, and I kept the flashlight angled up in a fist as I got down. 
 
    I just had to get under this last hurdle before I was at the door. Just one more task before I would be out in fresher air. 
 
    Every part of my body sweated as I slowly lowered the backpack from my front, and slid it under the wire until it hit the door. I would need to slip the flashlight into my pocket to have the use of both hands, but I had memorized exactly where the final wire was. I just had to do the same thing with my own body, and I would be safe. My hands and legs were covered in thick goop as I forced myself to focus on the short distance I still needed to travel. 
 
    “Come on!” I snarled to myself. “You can fucking do this.” 
 
    I triple-checked one last time how much room I had before I pocketed my flashlight. Then I lowered my body as much as I could without lengthening my legs fully, and I rolled while I kept my arms tightly against my chest.  
 
    Relief crashed over me as I looked up at the door beside me, and I pushed myself up from the disgusting floor. I looked back at the glinting green that shone all over the room and grinned through my dizziness.  
 
    “Nailed it,” I muttered a little drunkenly to myself before choking on the stinking aroma of the swamp. 
 
    Then a blade swung from the wall at the far side of the room like a pendulum, and this one didn’t stop swinging back and forth. 
 
    In fact, it started to inch closer to where I stood as it continued to move from side to side. 
 
    “Fuuuuck meeee,” I groaned as I glanced up to see a metal track that led right down the center of the room that the top of the blade hung from. It had been difficult to see much of anything from inside the maze, but now the deadly peril was in plain sight. 
 
    The giant blade was coming toward me, and I didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Motherfucking shit!” I hissed as I dizzily spun around and desperately grabbed the keys out of my pocket. 
 
    My unsteady hands lined the first key up with the first lock, but it didn’t do shit when I tried to turn it. Panic set in as I heard the blade sweep closer, and I felt the room spin around me as more fumes crept up my nose. 
 
    I shakily slid the same key into the second hole and gasped when I felt the inner mechanism being unlocked. Then I lined up the next key and managed to unlock the third lock on the first try, but by now, I could feel the wind rush from the swinging blade behind me. 
 
    Sweat poured down my face as I shoved the final key in the first lock and heard it click. Then I shoved my body against the door to push it open, and words couldn’t even describe how relieved I was to have this work. 
 
    I kicked my bag to safety like a drunken soccer star as I tumbled out of the room, and then I collapsed with a limp-limbed thud onto the cold floor on the other side. 
 
    I heard the blade swing once more before it stopped, and the door beside me slammed itself shut. 
 
    Which was creepy as hell, but I was too dizzy to care much at the moment. 
 
    The only sound was my heartbeat crashing in my ears along with the deep wheeze of my breathing. Swamp water and sweat clung to my skin as I lay on my back and stared up at the ancient temple ceiling. Every muscle ached, my eyes stung like hell, and there was a slight chance I was going to hurl. 
 
    But I had never felt more fucking alive. 
 
    I started to laugh as I waited for the dizziness to leave me, and I pushed myself up to my feet when my vision returned to normal. 
 
    The strange feeling akin to drunkenness was leaving me rapidly now that I was in the fresh air again, but the buzz I had from all this crazy shit was still going strong. 
 
    Whatever the hell this whole situation was, I couldn’t deny, I was kind of into it. 
 
    “I’m a fucking badass.” I grinned as I swung my rucksack over my shoulders.  
 
    My breathing evened out after a few minutes, and the thrill of the adventure overruled the pure terror of the situation. I tried to dust off some of the grime from my clothes before I made my way up the corridor that led away from the wire and pendulum room. 
 
    There was a bright light up at the top of the steep slope, and I felt on top of the world as I approached it. I had proven to myself that I truly was built for the life of an explorer in what honestly seemed like a magical world. This was everything I ever could have dreamed of, and I couldn’t wait to see what else the temple had to offer me.  
 
    Then I finally reached the top of the slope, and my foot knocked into something large on the floor. 
 
    I looked down and felt a cold chill run down my spine as I locked eyes with the man beneath me. 
 
    He was drenched with blood and laid on his back with his dark eyes wide open. 
 
    He was dead.
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 Chapter 4 
 
    My first instinct was to drop to my knees and check the guy’s heartbeat. I pressed my two fingers beside his windpipe and felt nothing but cold skin. Then I tried a few more positions and even held my ear down to his chest before I accepted that he was gone.  
 
    I sat back on my heels and stared at the corpse that couldn’t have been more than a few hours old. He was fucking huge in every way imaginable, and there were muscles carved on his arms that I didn’t even know were possible to build. His bald head was covered in old scars, and a plate of silver armor covered his wide chest. The man had hands the size of my skull, and even his boots had spikes along the toes.  
 
    Every inch of this guy radiated danger and brutality. 
 
    I had a prickling feeling on the back of my neck as I glanced around the wide landing I was on. There were two sets of stairs on opposite sides, one leading up and one down. This guy was fucking huge, and I didn’t want to meet whatever had managed to bring him down so brutally. 
 
    I studied him to work out what had killed him and saw that most of the blood had spilled out from just below his armor plate. There was a deep gash right around his hip bone, and the back of his head was smashed open. I reckoned the wound on his side had knocked him hard enough that he went flying, and the hard stones finished the job. 
 
    It felt surreal to be looking down at the only other person I had seen in this world so far. But the weirdest thing about this dude were the weapons he had. 
 
     His right hand clutched onto a solid golden mallet that would smash anyone’s skull if swung correctly. As I studied his mallet, I realized he wore a single ring on his finger, and it had a thick, black band with a large ruby in the middle of it. There was a weird symbol etched into the gem that looked like a spiral with jagged lines sticking out of it. 
 
     I didn’t see any other jewelry on the guy and figured it must have been something sentimental. Maybe it was a wedding ring? 
 
    There was a purple hilt sticking out of a leather sheath on his belt, and I pulled it slightly to see a beautifully crafted dagger. The blade was deep black with several scratches where it had clearly been used for violent purposes. 
 
    For a brief moment, I felt guilty about robbing a dead guy but quickly decided that this was no time for a moral debate. He didn’t have use for these weapons anymore, but I sure as hell did.  
 
    If he was a good guy, then he probably would have wanted it this way, and if he wasn’t a good guy… then I didn’t feel bad about stealing. 
 
    “Sorry about… you being dead,” I said with a sigh as I closed his eyes. “I hope you don’t mind me taking this. Seems like I might be needing it. Uh, thanks.” 
 
    Eh. That seemed like enough ceremony, given the likelihood I might die within the next several minutes if I didn’t hurry the fuck up. 
 
    I unbuckled the leather sheath from his belt before I attached it to my own. The weight of the dagger against my hip instantly comforted me, and I double-checked that he didn’t have anything in his pockets. 
 
    Then I carefully pried the mallet from the man’s stiff fingers and groaned at the weight of the thing. I was able to lift and swing it, but it took serious effort to maneuver properly. Having three weapons on my person made me feel more confident about continuing through the temple, but I knew I wasn’t close to being safe yet. 
 
    I looked down at the corpse once more. 
 
    It felt weird to just leave a dead guy alone in the empty temple, but I knew he was too huge to drag outside. I sighed as I looked at his ring and hoped his death hadn’t been too dragged out or painful.  
 
    “Well,” I said quietly as I shuffled on the spot. “I hope you have a good afterlife. Thanks for the weapons.” 
 
    I decided the least I could do was to cross his arms over in some attempt at leaving the corpse respectfully. So I crouched down again and grunted as I swung his thick wrists over his body. 
 
    In the process, though, my hand nudged against his ring, and words suddenly projected into the air above his body like a hologram. 
 
    I fell back as I stared at the short sentence which was written in red text. 
 
    Claim the Wolf of Dusk Eidolon. 
 
    The words hung in the air for a few seconds before they vanished again, and I was left staring with my jaw hanging open.  
 
    What the fuck did that mean? What the hell was an eidolon? I felt like I had heard that word before in a book, but I couldn’t remember exactly what it had referenced. Some kind of monster? Clearly it was related to a wolf in some way, but I really wasn’t sure how. 
 
    Part of me was suspicious that I had just hallucinated from inhaling too many swamp fumes, and I tapped the ring again.  
 
    The same message popped up when I nudged the metal, but I still had no clue what it meant. 
 
    Claim the Wolf of Dusk Eidolon. 
 
    I remembered the books inside the musical death-spike room that had all been written in a strange language. That was surely the way people in this world wrote, but this message was in perfect English. Did that mean this was a sign purely intended for me? Would other people see it in whichever language they spoke? 
 
    This had to be a sign that I was meant to take the ring as well as the weapons.  
 
    Maybe it was a valuable heirloom that was calling out to be saved from the ruins of the temple. Either way, whatever it was, the message to claim it felt like the only bit I understood. 
 
    It was like something from one of the old video games I used to play with Owen. I could just picture my little brother losing his shit right now and slapping my shoulder in the most incessant way possible until I took the damn thing. He would convince me that I couldn’t pass up an opportunity like this, and I knew I had to bring the ring with me. 
 
    I had read enough fantasy novels to know that you did not leave enchanted jewelry lying around for the bad guys to find. 
 
    That was otherworld shit 101. 
 
    “Hope you understand,” I said awkwardly to the body as I slowly pried the ring from his thick finger. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    The black band was way too big to fit me, but I held it up to the light to study it. Red light danced from every angle of the gem, and there was a golden glow to the etching in the center. There was no doubt it was an expensive piece, and I wondered if it would ever give me another message. 
 
    I slid the ring into my pocket as I straightened up. 
 
    There was a high chance that whatever had killed that man was still lurking nearby, and I knew I should get out as fast as possible. Having new weapons at my side definitely gave me extra confidence in navigating this world. I wasn’t exactly skilled in any kind of combat, but I was more than capable of swinging a mallet around if I needed to. 
 
    The hammer’s weight felt a lot more manageable now that my body had properly recovered from the fumes, and I glanced between the two staircases to decide my next move. 
 
    Heading upward felt like the right thing to do after spending so much time underneath the temple. It would hopefully lead me back into the jungle, and I could decide what my next move would be. 
 
    I was keen to see if I could find any more people in this world, preferably ones that still had a beating heart. 
 
    But for now, walking around the maze of corridors had been very disorientating, and I had no idea where in the temple I was currently. As long as I was able to find my way back to my marked trees then, I would be safe. The silver box was still securely in my pack, and hopefully the damn thing worked when I wasn’t in this weird-ass temple. 
 
    I didn’t even want to dwell on what it would mean if it didn’t work. 
 
    Everything had happened so quickly since I had stepped inside the temple, but it no longer seemed like the light-hearted challenge it had back at the first puzzle. The dangers inside were no joke, and I wished I could have spoken to the man on the ground before he died. He might have been able to shed some light on what the hell this place was. It was clear from his weapons that he was not another visitor from Earth, and his scars made me think he was some kind of soldier.  
 
    Maybe he was part of the group that the temple wanted to keep out. There had to be an explanation for why there were so many traps and puzzles, and he did look pretty terrifying.  
 
    I started to make my way toward the stairs that led up and around a corner as I swung the mallet by my side. Thick goop trailed behind me from all the swamp water, and I wondered if I should stop and take time to clean my boots. There was a chance I could be tracked with all the filth falling off me, but I decided to worry about that when I was finally outside the temple. For now, I just had to keep moving before another damn door locked me in somewhere. 
 
    I hurried the last few paces to the stairwell, but my foot barely touched down on the bottom step when I heard something coming from below on the opposite staircase.  
 
    An echoing stomp was coming from the other set of stairs, and it sounded like something fucking huge was on its way up. The slow plodding sound sent a shiver down my spine as heavy breathing carried on the air. Then a rattling breath, accompanied by a mighty belch, bounced off the stone walls as I turned to see a towering shadow come around the corner. 
 
    I started to sprint upstairs as fast as I could while still trying to make each step land quietly. 
 
    What the fuck was coming up the stairs, and did it know I was there? There was no doubt that the stench of sweat and swamp would make me an easy target for anything with a good sense of smell. 
 
    I felt the vibrations of its moans through the floor and wondered if that’s what I had heard when I first entered the temple. It must have been this creature that killed that huge man. 
 
    My feet practically flew over each step as I sprinted higher and higher. 
 
    The staircase twisted around three times before it finally opened out onto another landing. There were two pillars connecting the ceiling and floor, and the only other entrance was another staircase leading up. I raced toward it with my heart in my throat as the footsteps stomped a few feet behind me.  
 
    The creature roared deeply as I glanced over my shoulder to see the shadow wasn’t visible yet. I was faster than this thing, and I sprinted over the landing to the next staircase. 
 
    Then another set of footsteps echoed around me, and I froze as I realized they were coming from above. Something else was making its way down the staircase I was about to use. 
 
    I spun around wildly, looking for another escape route, but there were none. Two giant creatures were closing in from above and below, and I had no exit route in sight.  
 
    I was going to have to fight if I was going to survive. 
 
    “Motherfucking shit,” I croaked. 
 
    A snarl echoed down the stone stairs as I raced behind one of the pillars to hide myself from view. I slid my pistol out in my right hand as I kept the mallet gripped in my left. My aim was pretty good, and I thanked my past self for thinking of packing protection, even if I didn’t have any earbuds to wear at the moment. 
 
    That was definitely an issue for future Colton to deal with, though.  
 
    Both sets of footsteps grew louder until the creature below finally stomped into view first. My stomach turned as I stared at the most vile animal I had ever laid eyes on.  
 
    It was the size of a black bear, but stood upright in a humanoid position. The creature’s skin was sickly green with oozing boils all over that seeped with yellow pus. Its neck was incredibly thick, and its skull was so wide that its eyes were insanely far apart. It had drool spilling from its open jaw as pointed ears twitched on either side of its head. A split tongue danced out of its mouth like a hungry snake that made my stomach turn. 
 
    But not as much as the brown cloth hanging around its midriff in a rag that barely concealed its genitalia. 
 
    Beside the disgusting rag, its tree trunk-like legs ended with taloned feet. Blood was dried all over its claws as it stomped into the room and brought a stench of shit and rotting flesh with it. 
 
    Any lingering doubts that I had traveled to another world were gone as the air left my lungs. I was staring at a fucking monster. 
 
    Then the second of the creatures stormed into the room from upstairs, and it looked almost identical, apart from a more blue tint to its bumpy skin. I barely had time to process this when both of them suddenly roared so loudly that I could smell their rotting breath from across the room.  
 
    Then the blue one inhaled deeply before it swung around to directly face my pillar. It screamed as it started to march toward me, and I took one deep breath before I jumped out to aim my pistol. Both of the giant beings screeched as they spotted me, but my finger was already on the trigger.  
 
    I fired the gun and felt my wrist almost break as the weapon made a loud popping noise. Smoke fizzled out of the barrel, along with what looked like a melted bullet. 
 
    Then I desperately tried to fire again, but nothing happened. 
 
    My gun had suffered the same fate that my other Earthly devices had, and I suddenly felt a whole lot more exposed to the beasts. 
 
    “Fucking fuck!” I yelled as I threw the useless gun aside to use the only other option I had left. 
 
    There was no way out, and my only option was to mow these fuckers down in hand-to-hand combat. Every atom in my body felt unprepared for this. I had never been in a fight in my life, but I had no choice but to give it everything I had.  
 
    The two beasts lurched forward, and I swung my mallet as violently as I could. My weapon connected with the green one’s hand and made a horrific crunch as I stumbled backward from the impact. The monster screeched so loudly that my ears rang, and I raced along the wall toward the stairs. But a stone slab plunged down to block my way right as the same thing happened to the other staircase.  
 
    True fear set in as I realized there was no way out now. I was going to have to fight these fuckers to the death, and it was a hell of a way to go about having my first fight. 
 
    Both of the vile creatures were relatively slow, but their thick arms could crush my skull no problem. I had the advantage of speed against them and not much else. 
 
    But I would work out how to use that to my advantage, because hopefully it meant I could go between them to work on them one at a time. I just had to make sure I kept up my speed and never let myself falter. 
 
    “Over here!” I yelled as I raced along beside the wall again.  
 
    Both monsters spat as they swung around and began to plod after me with their arms swinging. The blue one belched loudly, and the vile smell that drifted my way was worse than the swamp fumes. Then the green fucker dragged its claws across the stone and left thick scratches over the emerald lines. 
 
    I swallowed the gut-wrenching fear in my throat as I spun around and charged right toward the blue one, and I dove under its swinging limb. Then I raised my hammer and brought it down with as much fury as I could muster into the beast’s ribs. 
 
    The hit was enough to break skin, and the monster howled as it stumbled to the side. I narrowly dodged the swipe of its claws as it shook the ground while trying to remain upright. 
 
    Fighting two of these fuckers without my gun was going to be deadly, and I wondered if I could launch my dagger at one of them precisely enough to kill it. That would help me get some long-distance damage in, but I’d risk losing a decent blade in the middle of a fight when I had no idea how long it would last. 
 
    I decided I could risk giving up my Swiss army knife first. Then go from there.  
 
    I reached clumsily into my pocket and felt the cool metal of the ring nudge against my finger. Then the cold material suddenly gripped onto my finger and molded around the digit like a tiny snake.  
 
    “What the hell?” I gasped as I pulled my hand back out, but a flash of blinding gold filled the room.  
 
    My whole body exploded with powerful heat as my hand vibrated violently. It felt like every atom inside me had been shaken apart as the gold light faded, but now, a stream of golden fog poured out of the red gem of the ring. Then the mist swirled down in front of me before it quickly formed the shape of an enormous wolf. 
 
    My jaw dropped as I stared at the new creature that had appeared from the ring. Its fur was reddish-auburn with flecks of gold throughout, and every hair danced eerily like a ghost. The wolf’s icy eyes were fixed on me as its sharp claws pawed against the stone, and its thick tail swished behind it. 
 
    I couldn’t decide if it was real or not. 
 
    There was an ethereal glow to the beast, and every time it moved, it had a slight translucency and sheen that made it look almost like a hologram. But the sharpness of its teeth looked real enough to rip my throat out. 
 
    I glanced back down at the ring to see the red stone pulsing with soft light as the etching in the middle shone with pure gold. 
 
    Both of the monsters had frozen in place as they stared at the wispish wolf, and I raised my weapon as I prepared to take on a new enemy. But the ghostly creature spun around to face the beasts instead, and it growled deeply before it ran toward the green being.  
 
    Then the wolf sprang at the monster and bit down on the fucker’s leg so deeply that maroon blood spilled out. The creature from the ring snarled as it tore flesh from the beast and spat it out with an expression I could have sworn was disgust. 
 
     Holy shit. 
 
    This thing was fighting on my side. Or at least, it wanted to kill those beasts as much as I did.  
 
    I shook myself as the monsters launched at me again, and I dove out of the way while I swung my mallet wildly. The hit was sloppy but managed to connect with the green bastard’s outreached hand. I felt bones shattering under my attack as the monster howled in pain. 
 
    Alright, this asshole was definitely way too huge for any hope of using my Swiss army knife against him anyway. 
 
    I dove aside as I tore the new dagger from my belt, and a split second later, the wolf lunged at the green fucker and sank its teeth down into the monster’s ribs. The monster threw its wide head back while it screeched, and I lunged forward to bury my dagger in its exposed throat. My blade pierced right into its jugular before the bastard started to sway as blood oozed from the wound.  
 
    “Whoa,” I breathed as I leaped back from the stumbling monster. 
 
    The ghostly, golden wolf jumped at the dying beast and landed directly on its chest. That sent the monster flying back as more and more blood leaked from its neck, and my eyes bulged when the wolf pressed its paw down onto the dagger. My weapon was driven in further until the beast let out one final moan and toppled backward.  
 
    Its huge body crashed against the floor and let out a sickening crunch as its skull was smashed from the back. Thick blood oozed out as its limbs twitched for a second before falling still. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    I had officially just slain my first monster. 
 
    What the hell was happening to my life right now? 
 
    I barely had time to process the kill before the reddish-auburn wolf howled and immediately launched itself at the other beast. 
 
    Shit. Victory wasn’t ours just yet. 
 
    I raised my hammer as I charged along with my new ally, and there was a weird kind of kinship between me and the ghostly creature. We both raced at the remaining monster in near-perfect harmony now.  
 
    My clammy hands slipped slightly on the handle as I swung it toward the incoming fucker’s chest, but I felt the impact of my mallet against the beast’s bones, and I tried to dodge the huge hand that swung my way.  
 
    One of the claws scraped brutally against my cheek, but my hit had done even more damage, and the beast stumbled to the side as the wolf leaped again. 
 
    The ghostly animal’s claws sank right into the bastard’s injured chest, and it bit down onto the monster’s face. Each of the wolf’s claws tore the monster’s flesh like paper, and I noticed how thick and long they were compared to any regular wolf. 
 
     I watched in disgusted awe as the wolf’s fangs pulled back and tore bumpy skin clean off the skull. Purple muscle was exposed underneath as the monster howled in pain, and my ghostly helper ripped its claws from the monster’s chest and flung both paws down directly into the beast’s eyeballs.  
 
    The boil-skinned fucker screeched as jelly was torn out of its eye sockets, and it went to swipe at the wolf. 
 
    I didn’t even think before acting. 
 
    I grunted as I quickly swung my hammer to stop its left arm, and my mallet smashed against its thick elbow. That blow sent the beast’s forearm flopping backward at a gross angle as the wolf was spared and managed to leap down to the ground once more. 
 
    The monster was blinded, with blood pouring down from its various wounds, but it still swung its one good hand wildly in my direction as it groaned. All of my senses were screaming from the vile threat as I tried once more not to breathe in its stench too deeply. 
 
    “Fucking die already!” I yelled, and I swung my mallet with all the strength I could muster as I ran forward. 
 
    The weapon smashed into the beast’s ruined chest just as the wolf jumped in sync with the strike. My ghostly companion bit down into the monster’s neck right as it stumbled back from my hit. 
 
    Luckily, the combined attacks were enough to finally finish it off. 
 
    The fucker toppled down to the ground with a thud that shook debris from the ceiling, and its tongue rolled out onto its cheek as each digit trembled before falling still.  
 
    Blood quickly seeped toward my boots, and I shuffled back a few steps to take in the view of the destruction I had just caused. 
 
    I stared down at the dead beast as a billion thoughts and questions raced through my mind.  
 
    What the fuck were those things? Had this been what killed the hulking man I’d found downstairs, and had I seriously just beaten it? 
 
    I marched over to my dagger that was wedged in the green beast’s windpipe and groaned as more blood squished under my boot. The purple hilt glinted among the maroon goo, and I reached down to grab the weapon. Being that close to the dead monsters made everything seem so violently real.  
 
    It was now impossible to explain this off as a fever dream or virtual reality game. There was no way to fabricate every pus-filled line in the beast’s face, and the sky-high adrenaline that pulsed through my veins. 
 
    I wiped the black blade on my pants before I carefully tucked it back into its sheath, and I glanced at the gentle glow of my new ring. It sat around my finger as snuggly as if it had been forged especially for me, just like it had sat on the dead man’s large finger before. 
 
    Then I looked up and met the ghostly wolf’s eyes and felt a rush of power crash through my veins. I stumbled backward from the intense sensation and rubbed my temple. 
 
    The creature was still staring at me when I looked back, and I felt an unspoken bond that ran deep in my bones. 
 
    Was I imagining that? I had to be imagining that. 
 
    A loud rumble made me jump, but I groaned with relief when I realized that it was the door of the stairs being opened once more. The staircase leading up was the only one to be revealed, so I figured my initial instinct to travel up had been right. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I wiped blood and sweat from my face. “That was amazing.” 
 
    The wolf continued to watch me from a distance as I swung my pack off to check that the box was safe. I peeked inside the bundle of my jacket to see the portal box was still securely wrapped up, and I quickly grabbed my discarded pistol from the ground nearby to tuck it in there as well. Hopefully the damn thing wasn’t completely wrecked. 
 
    I grabbed my water bottle gratefully, and a peaceful stillness settled over the room as I gulped down the cool liquid and held it out toward the wolf. 
 
    “Do you want some?” I asked. “I don’t know if you can understand me… or if you are about to try and kill me, too. But… I don’t think you are?” 
 
    I was surprised to find how sure I felt about this last part. Again, deep in my bones, I felt certain the wolf wouldn’t harm me. 
 
    I stood still as the large creature with the golden glow slowly approached me with its claws clinking against the blood-stained stone. There was no sense of fear inside me as I watched it get closer, and I finally placed the mallet down beside me. 
 
    Its icy eyes watched every movement I made with sharp intensity, but its reddish-auburn body kept steadily approaching as each hair shifted in that ghostly, not-quite-there kind of way. 
 
    The wolf really did have a strange beauty about it that somehow calmed my shaky breathing.  
 
    “Hello,” I said softly as the ghostly animal stopped right in front of me. 
 
    The creature didn’t flinch as I reached out to check if it was really solid, and my hand was met with silky fur that seemed too soft to be real. 
 
    I felt a deep sense of trust as the wolf looked up at me, and there was no denying the connection between us. I couldn’t put it into words, but I was definitely not imagining it this time. 
 
    It seemed to burn more assuredly the closer I was to the beautiful creature. 
 
    Then the wolf settled beside me like a faithful sidekick as its icy eyes studied the staircase ahead instead. It let out a low growl as it pointed its nose forward, and I knew it wanted me to take the stairs that led up.  
 
    “This way?” I asked, and the wolf started to trot toward the exit. “You’re sure it’s safe? There aren’t more gross monsters waiting up there to kill us? Because I’ve gotta tell you, I’ve seen some wild shit today.” 
 
    The wolf glanced at me before it looked at the other staircase that was still blocked with stone. As if it was trying to say that, duh, there was no other option for us. 
 
    “Okay, fair enough.” I grinned. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The wolf stayed just a couple of steps ahead as it led me up the stone stairs, and the orange light of the torches brought out the auburn hues of its fur. My breathing was steady for the first time in hours as I watched the soft hairs dance on my ally’s back. It was still hard to tell if I was walking with a ghost or not, but I found that I didn’t care as long as the wolf stuck around. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt like I could face anything.  
 
    I had just fought my way through dangers that almost took my life again and again, and I had acquired some of the coolest weapons I had ever seen. The past few hours had been a whirlwind of chaos, terror, and pain, but that all seemed so easy to look back on calmly now that this ghostly creature was beside me.  
 
    Despite everything I had accomplished so far, I knew without a doubt that the wolf was the most valuable treasure I could have imagined gaining from all of this. 
 
    Or so I thought. 

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 


 Chapter 5 
 
    I followed the wolf as it walked toward the staircase, and every muscle in my body started to burn. The initial shock of killing two monsters had drowned out my physical pains, but it was now hard to ignore the throbbing in my calves. My arms ached from swinging the huge mallet, and my back had been bent in weird ways when I moved through the wire maze. 
 
    But the pain was a small price to pay for the thrill of knowing what I had just achieved. 
 
    I grinned as the wolf glanced over her shoulder at me, and I abruptly wondered why I had decided in my mind that the creature was female. 
 
    Maybe it was the warm colors of her coat or the sleek movements that gave her that feminine energy. It felt rude to look under her tail, so I decided to just keep thinking of her as a girl until proven otherwise.  
 
    Either way, the strange connection I felt to her was strong as she guided me away from the dead bodies. Adrenaline coursed through me as I glanced back one last time at the monsters I had killed. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered to myself. “I killed fucking… ogres, or goblins, or something.” 
 
    The wolf looked over her shoulder again, and I thought I could sense a slight hint of judgment through our bond. 
 
    No… I was probably reading too much into it. I think. 
 
    We turned the corner of the steps and walked up to another level of gray stone. This room was pretty small with some weeds that had sprouted out from among the emerald cracks in the ground. 
 
    Then the crazy shit started up all over again. 
 
    The moment my foot hit the top of the steps, something in front of me moved. Several stones in the floor vibrated before they slid aside, and a golden podium rose up from the depths of the temple. 
 
    There was a goblet displayed on top that was encrusted with glittering emeralds, and my jaw fell open as I approached it. Every one of the gems sparkled with deep greens, and the inside of the cup was solid silver. 
 
    I swallowed hard as I realized this shit looked completely legitimate and expensive as hell. 
 
    My wolf companion sniffed it before she sat on her hind legs and watched me. She tilted her head as if she expected me to take it, but I had seen what kind of insane shit happened when you moved stuff in this temple. The floor would probably drop right out from beneath me, with my luck. 
 
    “Is this a trick?” I asked as I walked around the goblet. “If I take this, will an army of monsters fall down from the ceiling?” 
 
    The wolf twitched her ears, and I swore I could feel a distinctly calm energy radiating off her. She didn’t seem on edge at all as she glanced at the cup again with her icy eyes. 
 
    It seemed like this was as much reassurance as I was going to get to take the goblet.  
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “I’ll trust you with this one. Is this a prize for getting through the temple without dying?” 
 
    My hands closed around the cold goblet, and a door to my right suddenly swung open out of nowhere. 
 
    I blinked as I stared at the open doorway and felt the heat of the jungle pour inside, along with the blessed light of the sun. 
 
    I was free. 
 
    It was as if grabbing the treasure had been the final stage of the tasks required to leave the temple. 
 
    Then I looked back at the goblet and realized I had officially just become a treasure hunter. An even more daring one than any of the people I had read about from Earth. The emeralds in my hand were a symbol of every deathly trap I had outsmarted, and a rush of pride swept over me as the green gems reflected the light of the torches around me. 
 
    “This… is so fucking cool,” I breathed as I held the goblet up to the light. “Do I really get to keep this?” 
 
    The wolf tilted her head again and kept her eyes on my hands, but I realized that she wasn’t staring at the trophy. 
 
    She was looking at the ring. 
 
    “You want to go back inside?” I asked as I raised the ring, and my ghostly sidekick stood up and swished her tail slightly in agreement. 
 
    It seemed weird to me that she would prefer being trapped inside a gemstone, but maybe she felt safer that way? Was that how these eidolons liked to be transported around? It was possible that she couldn’t actually walk outside and needed someone to carry her. 
 
    And apparently, I was the only “someone” around, so… 
 
    The wolf trotted closer as her hypnotic eyes bored into mine, and I felt a twinge of sadness to be sending her back into the ring. It had been so fucking cool to have some fierce, wild-eyed company for a short period of time, especially from something that was so awesome at monster slaying. I wasn’t even sure how I had released her in the first place, but I would try my best to put her back into her ring if that was really what she wanted. 
 
    “I’m going to attempt to get you back inside,” I said. “But I don’t exactly know what I’m supposed to do. You just sort of… appeared during that fight.” 
 
    I could have sworn that the wolf was giving me a raised eyebrow as I held out my hand. 
 
    Yep, judgy. This wolf felt slightly judgy, and I was seventy percent sure I wasn’t imagining it this time. 
 
    “Ok, I’ll just give it a try,” I muttered awkwardly. 
 
    The ring glinted against the sunlight that streamed in through the new doorway, and I felt slightly ridiculous as I wildly flung my wrist in the wolf’s direction.  
 
    But I grinned when a flash of gold filled the room as the wolf hurtled toward my hand in a ghostly fog. She leaped from the ground and faded into a cloud that was flecked with gold before she was sucked into the ruby gem. I felt a strange sensation run up my arm as the gold symbol on the gem dulled.  
 
    The wolf had vanished from the room, and the gemstone had a slight glow to it that hadn’t been there before. That intense connection I had felt with the wolf was still strong in my mind, too. I honestly felt like I was being haunted by a really awesome ghost. 
 
    “Whoa,” I whispered as a chill raced through every one of my limbs. 
 
    And yet, feeling a bond with a spirit wolf was somehow not the strangest thing that had happened to me that day. 
 
    Go figure. 
 
    Still, I felt relieved to know that she would be traveling with me, and I just hoped that she would be able to come out and join me again soon.  
 
    I kept the goblet gripped in one hand as I held the mallet in the other, and I finally made my way out of the temple. Sticky heat washed over me as I took a deep breath of fresh air. My eyes needed a moment to adjust to the change in brightness, and I could smell the last of the swamp gunk that had clung to my clothing. 
 
    I couldn’t see the front door from where I stood, and my marked trees were nowhere to be seen. My victorious doorway clearly opened to the back end of the building, but it wouldn’t take too long to walk back round. 
 
    “Oi!” a gruff, female voice shouted. “Where the hell did you get that?” 
 
    I swung around to see a middle-aged woman who looked like she could snap me in half emerging from the bushes above me. She stormed down with her eyes fixed on the emerald goblet, and I cautiously prepared to swing my mallet if I needed to. Her dark hair was scraped back into a tight bun, and she had a massive scar that ran down her wide face to her neck. The woman wore loose, brown shorts that went down to her knees, along with a similar shirt. There were an assortment of blades hanging on her belt, and her black boots had spikes sticking out of the front. Just like the dead guy in the temple. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    Was that guy her friend? Did she think I killed him? 
 
    I braced myself for yet another battle, but the woman stopped a few steps away from me.  
 
    “Well?” she demanded. “Did you take it from an adventurer’s hands after they died? Wait by the sidelines until all the tasks had been completed, did you?” 
 
    I blinked at the tall woman as I tried to work out exactly what she was accusing me of. 
 
    “Nooo,” I said slowly. “I found this on a raised podium after I killed two… things. There were a bunch of other puzzles I had to complete, too. A gator-filled swamp, a wire maze, and this crazy musical thing.” 
 
    The woman’s face scrunched up as she eyed me up and down. 
 
    “You completed the temple,” she said with obvious bewilderment. “Holy shit to hell. You? You handled all those tasks?” 
 
    I was slightly ruffled by her tone, but I could see her point. Compared to her and the huge dead guy, I was… a bit lean, to say the least. So I just nodded and kept my mallet held tightly in case I still needed it, but the woman’s shoulders loosened. Her face suddenly broke into a bright smile that showed off rows of wonky teeth.  
 
    “The name’s Razz,” she said. “Sorry about the cold greeting, but you understand. I’ve not seen you around before, and we’ve had so many glory hunters going about lately.” 
 
    “Glory hunters?” I asked blankly, and the woman raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’ve not heard about that shit?” she asked. “Seriously bad behavior, that’s what it is. People just lurkin’ in the shadows as they follow other adventurers around, and they wait for all the traps to be taken care of, see? Bloody rats. Then once the artifact is presented, they slaughter the one who did all the work! It goes against the whole honor system! Bastards!” 
 
    My mind raced to keep up with all this information as the hot sun beat down on the back of my neck. 
 
    “You’re new to adventuring?” Razz asked gently. “I get the feeling this is one of your first wins? You’re kind of pale and stunned looking.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled as I glanced at the goblet. “My name’s Colton, and this was, uhh… my first time. I’m not sure what I’m meant to do next.” 
 
    The woman had obviously decided I wasn’t a threat as she gently patted my shoulder. 
 
    “How about you stick with me for now,” she offered. “I’m headed toward Steelgate just now, and they’ve got a great market. We can get you some warm food and rest there.” 
 
    I took a moment to weigh up the dangers and pros of going with Razz, and I did get the feeling it was a genuine offer of help. There was no doubt she could have tried to kill me off by now if that was her plan.  
 
    My route back home had to be around the other side of the temple, but the truth was, I wasn’t ready to go just yet. I had just found another living human that could actually answer some of my burning questions, but I would just need to be careful to make sure I didn’t come across as completely clueless.  
 
    It sounded like being an adventurer was something that she thought bound us together, and I just had to milk being a newbie. Which would not be a difficult task, considering it was my first day in this world. 
 
    “That would be great.” I nodded eventually. “My head is all over the place after the shit I had to deal with in there.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Razz snorted as she gestured for us to head up the grassy slope. “The Emerald Temple is seriously brutal. I can’t believe a newbie adventurer completed it. There must be hundreds that have failed over the years.” 
 
    I was stunned to hear that there were so many adventurers in general, and I wondered if this was the only place they tried to conquer. 
 
    “I did see one guy,” I said as we walked up into the tall trees. “He was huge, but it looked like he had been killed by the… monsters.” 
 
    “What kind of monsters?” Razz asked as she glanced at me, and I had a feeling the question could give away my outsider identity.  
 
    “I nearly blacked out,” I lied hurriedly. “It was so hard to tell when I was just trying to stay alive. They were huge, walked on two feet, split tongues, and greenish skin covered in boils.” 
 
    “Trolls.” Razz shuddered. “You brought down two trolls by yourself? That’s insane.” 
 
    Then her eyes fell down onto the hand that gripped my mallet, and she gasped as he pointed to the ring. 
 
    “You… you have an eidolon?” she spluttered. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said warily. “I found it recently. The person wearing it was dead.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Razz sighed, and needless to say, that raised alarm bells in my mind. 
 
    The way she connected the dead guy to this ring so nonchalantly was unsettling, to say the least. 
 
    We walked in silence for a bit, but the muscular woman kept glancing down at my ring. I had already sensed how important the wolf was, but Razz’s reaction only confirmed those suspicions. She watched me with interest as I carved a trail onto the trees we passed, and I made sure that my symbols would be easy to spot on my way back. 
 
     I also slipped the goblet into my rucksack, in case we ran into anyone else. Razz hadn’t wanted to fight me for it, but I had already learned that there were others who would. 
 
    “Make sure you’re careful,” she said as she batted a green bug away from her face. “You might be new to adventuring, but you know all about what those eidolons can do to a person.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I lied confidently. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    My palms grew clammy as I looked at the ruby gem and wondered what the fuck this thing was capable of. 
 
    Were eidolons known for turning on the people who carried them? 
 
    I didn’t like my chances against that ferocious spirit, but then a sudden sense of calm washed over me. It felt like it was radiating right from the ring itself, and I wondered if the wolf was trying to comfort me. 
 
    Part of me wanted to groan with how insane that sounded, but I was certain that she was still communicating with me while I walked. 
 
    She was right there with me, even without me being able to see her. 
 
    “What’s your next target?” Razz asked. “Any temples you’ve got on your list for your next raid? Having that eidolon will probably make your goals much bigger, but you still have to choose carefully.” 
 
    My mouth almost fell open as I processed the fact that there were clearly multiple temples to explore. The way she phrased it made me wonder exactly how many of these insane buildings were out there waiting to be raided.  
 
    “Not sure,” I said vaguely. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “How long have you got?” Razz chuckled as she kicked a stone out of her way with the perilous spike of her boot. “My last raid was at the Smoking Temple, and I barely got out by the skin of my teeth. That mist walker was one of the worst bastards I’ve ever fought.” 
 
    I felt delirious with excitement to be hearing about other monsters in this world, but I tried not to look too eager as we stepped over a small puddle of swamp water. 
 
    “What’s a mist walker?” I asked as I wiped my boots on the grass before we continued. 
 
    Razz shuddered as if she was reliving the scenario, and she ran a hand over her weapons belt.  
 
    “It’s ten feet tall,” she said grimly. “Moved like the wind and was just as silent when it needed to be. Sometimes it looked human, other than the red, glowing eyes. Sometimes it looked like the worst beast imaginable.” 
 
    “How could it hurt you if it was mist?” I asked, and I could barely take my eyes off Razz enough to walk in a straight line. 
 
    “It makes you slowly dissolve every time it passes through you,” she said. “Parts of your flesh just melt away on the wind until you’re eventually nothing but bone. There were skeletons everywhere that had been stripped down slowly before I got there. You can just imagine how it feels to have your muscles slowly peeled off.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. “How did you beat it?” 
 
    “There was a shield in the temple,” Razz said. “I had to solve puzzles to get to it, and it let me get past the monster without being harmed. There were only a few seconds between me and a gruesome death, but that’s why the reward was so fucking good.” 
 
    I was completely blown away by this world, and I realized that I didn’t even know the name of it yet. That would be way too weird to ask at this point, but I still had a million other questions that I wanted the answers to. 
 
    The jungle around me started to thin out slightly as we walked, and I got the feeling we were getting closer to the edge. Purple centipedes scuttled underfoot as the sun poked through the gaps in the canopy. I couldn’t wait to see what a magical town looked like, and I wondered if I would meet any other adventurers like Razz there. 
 
    “How long have you been doing this?” I asked, and Razz threw me a proud smirk. 
 
    “Since I was about as young as you,” she said. “I was the skinniest little thing, but I trained like crazy to get some solid muscle.” 
 
    She flexed an impressive bicep that was flecked with old scars. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “You’ve clearly worked hard. I’ve got decent enough muscle, but I’m not sure I’m ever going to be on the level of that guy I found in the temple.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” Razz shrugged. “Every adventurer is different. You’ve got young, old, male, female, brawny, skinny. It just depends how you use what you’ve got to your advantage, right?” 
 
    I nodded slowly as I tried to work out exactly what my advantage was, and Razz shot me a sympathetic grin. 
 
    “You’re clearly bright,” she said. “Managing to get through that raid that killed so many more experienced adventurers. Keep your head up and never doubt yourself, Colton. Okay?” 
 
    I grinned as I nodded, and it felt surreal to be getting praise from someone who had been doing this for so many years. My cover story might have been a lie, but the fact that I got through the temple wasn’t. I was suddenly desperate to visit every other location I could, and I only snapped out of my thoughts when the sound of voices carried on the air. 
 
    “Nearly there,” Razz grunted as we trekked up a steep slope. “Are you going to be okay when we get there? You’ll find your way about it?” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded. “Thanks for showing me the way.” 
 
    “Of course,” Razz chuckled. “I couldn’t leave a new adventurer out in the wild! Just stay alert, okay? Not everyone’s intentions are going to be as good as mine, son.” 
 
    Her ominous warning sent a shiver down my spine, but any negative feelings were pushed aside when we finally reached the top of the slope. The towering trees had finally come to an end as we looked out at the bustling town of Steelgate. 
 
    A wooden archway sat before us with a stone wall on either side, and we strode inside to see wide streets curving around huge buildings. 
 
    Steelgate was a mixture of wild jungle and city stone, and unlike anything I had ever seen before. The cobbles on the ground were deep brown with tiny orange flowers growing in the cracks. Monkey-like creatures raced along the thatched roofs of homes as brightly-colored birds soared overhead.  
 
    Animal noises mixed with human ones as we made our way down to the busy market inside a town square. The smell of cooked meat made my stomach rumble, and I tried to move my head fast enough to look at every stall we passed.  
 
    People in this town had varying skin tones including some with tints of blue and purple, and I spotted some folks who had sharp points to their ears. One man’s nose had four sets of nostrils, and his ears sat right at the top of his head. 
 
    There were clearly various races living together inside the town, and they all had thriving businesses. Every stall we passed had customers lingering as the sellers loudly called out their pitches. One young man with a purple tinge to his skin held up sheets of green silk, and an old woman scooped stew into wooden bowls. There was a stall piled high with amazing weapons that ranged from tiny daggers to huge crossbows. I could see leather bags held out to potential customers, and I couldn’t get enough of watching the townspeople go about their days. 
 
    Seeing purple men with pointed ears was nearly as exciting as jumping over a gator-infested swamp. 
 
    Nearly. 
 
    A man browsing a stall gasped when he spotted Razz, and he pointed excitedly as he grabbed another man’s shoulder. 
 
    “An adventurer!” he called. “Razz! We haven’t seen you round these parts in ages!” 
 
    A group had started to form around us before the man had even finished talking, and Razz put her hand on my shoulder as we slowed to a halt. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to be back again!” she said loudly as more and more people gathered around. “I’ll be headed to the tavern now, but I’ll leave you with a very young adventurer. Colton here just defeated the Emerald Temple, and I’m sure you’ll treat him right.” 
 
    She winked at me before she swaggered off through the crowd, and an explosion of noise erupted all around me. Wide eyes and excited faces swam about me as questions were flung at me faster than I could think. 
 
    “What was the temple like?” 
 
    “How the hell did you beat it?” 
 
    “Did you see anyone else there?” 
 
    “What was the scariest part?” 
 
    “Don’t crowd the lad!” an old man called as he waved a hand to the crowd. 
 
    He gestured for them to take a step back, and everyone begrudgingly complied. The old guy had a light-blue tunic, and his white beard fell down to his navel. He gripped a thick walking stick, and a hundred wrinkles appeared on his face when he smiled at me. 
 
    “Now, then,” he sighed. “You’ll have to excuse my friends. We’re always very excited to meet a new adventurer.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” I grinned. “I’m new to all this, so it’s still exciting for me as well.” 
 
    “What did you get?” a young girl asked excitedly. “What was the artifact?” 
 
    I smiled as I swung my rucksack off, and I heard a few intrigued voices as they watched me unbuckle the Earthly bag. But the chatter over my pack died out as soon as I lifted up the goblet. 
 
    “It’s incredible!” the old man breathed as I held it up to the light. “My goodness! Are you going to trade it or keep it?” 
 
    “Uh,” I said as I studied the cup. “I think I want to keep it for now.” 
 
    Maybe I would sell the artifact in the future, but it was an awesome keepsake of my first-ever temple raid. I wanted to hold onto it to remind myself exactly what I was capable of. 
 
    A woman with a strangely long face hurried through the crowd with a bowl of sliced meat and potatoes. She gestured for me to take it, and I held up my hands. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said hurriedly. “I seem to have left my money–” 
 
    “Pffft!” she snorted as she stepped closer. “Adventurers don’t pay a penny in this town! It’s the least we can do in exchange for all the wealth and excitement you folk bring to us!” 
 
    I was starting to realize that adventurers were like celebrities in this world.  
 
    The admirers gently passed around the emerald goblet to admire as I scooped some warm food into my mouth. The meat was tender and delicious, and I groaned as my body was finally refueled. It was a hell of a lot more delicious than the protein bars I had stuffed at the bottom of my rucksack. 
 
    “Colton,” the old man said as he watched me eat. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    He pointed to the hand that was scooping up food with a spoon, and I glanced down at the ring that had slid around to face the crowd. 
 
    I felt instantly protective of the ring as I pictured the beautiful wolf who was hidden within it. 
 
    The townsfolk shuffled closer as they stared with open mouths, but nobody made a move to try and wrestle it from my grasp. 
 
    “An eidolon,” the old man muttered. “Amazing. I’ve never seen an adventurer so young being able to wield one before.” 
 
    I nodded slowly as I scooped more food into my mouth, but it didn’t seem like anyone was interested in trying to steal from me here. The goblet was handed back to me, and I hurriedly exchanged it for my empty bowl. 
 
    “Clearly,” the old man muttered, “this adventurer has something special about him.” 
 
    He eyed me carefully, and I felt like he was looking into my soul. The rowdy crowd had fallen into quiet awe as they watched my every movement. I had already known that the ring was special, but the reaction I was getting told me just how rare it really was. 
 
    I shifted my weight uncomfortably as I felt the full weight of the dozen or so people all staring at me at once. 
 
    “This young man has had a hard day,” the old man said gently. “How about we give him some space to browse the town?” 
 
    A few people scurried off quickly while some hung back to linger and watch my ring. I felt like the king of the fucking world as folks eagerly reached out to shake my hand before they strode back over to their stalls. But I was still a little uneasy. 
 
    What was it about these eidolons that made people so stunned I could wield it? 
 
    So far, the process had seemed pretty straightforward. 
 
    The old man stood quietly until everyone had left, and he shuffled up to me with his warm smile creasing under his eyes. 
 
    “My name is Ubras,” he said in a kind, wavering tone. “I can tell that you’re still in shock from your journey. Are you quite alright, my boy?” 
 
    The old man had such a comforting presence that I almost opened my mouth to spill everything I had been through. It would have been therapeutic to admit to the insane shit that had happened, but I knew it wasn’t wise to show all my cards. I was from another world, for Christ’s sake. I had a portal in my backpack. 
 
    Those were secrets that should be protected at all cost. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I smiled. “It’s just a strange life to get used to, but I love it already. Adventuring has always been a calling for me, and I know I’ll get better at it as I go.” 
 
    “I have a gift for reading people,” Ubras chuckled. “I can see the heart of a true adventurer inside you, boy. Keep that bravery, and let me know if you ever need a warlock at your side.” 
 
    My jaw fell open as the old man spun on his heel and strode off into the crowd. 
 
    I had just met a fucking warlock. 
 
    Not only that, but he seemed to like me enough to offer his help whenever I needed it. 
 
    Holy shit, this day just kept getting wilder and wilder. 
 
    All the pain in my limbs faded away as I looked around. I was in the middle of a magical town where everyone respected me already. There was a whole new world to explore, and I didn’t even need cash to enjoy it. 
 
    Then I glanced up to see the sun had started to lower in the sky as the breeze picked up slightly.  
 
    It would be dark in a few hours, and I knew I shouldn’t leave too late to try and use the portal again. As incredible as this new world was, I needed to make sure I was still able to get back home to Earth. I decided that I would take just a little bit of time to explore the town before I headed back through the jungle.  
 
    Part of me was terrified that the box wouldn’t work again, but I tried to push that thought aside to enjoy my time in the market. 
 
    After all, this could be my one chance to stroll through an enchanted city. 
 
    The wonderland of sights and smells was enough to put any negativity out of my head. I chuckled as a green monkey stopped at my feet and peered up at me. It was very furry and had small antennas that stuck up from between its pointed ears.  
 
    “Aww,” I chuckled. “Hey there, buddy.” 
 
    I suddenly felt a warning rush through me from the ring, and I glanced down to see the ruby glowing slightly. 
 
    “What?” I frowned. “It’s just a little–” 
 
    The monkey suddenly bared its teeth and screeched as it swiped for my goblet, and I kicked it harshly to deter it. The creature snarled before it raced back into the crowd and scampered up the side of a nearby house. I stared after the angry animal before I looked back down at the ring. 
 
    “Fine,” I chuckled quietly. “Sorry, I’ll listen. You know this place better than I do.” 
 
    The insanity of having a connection with this “eidolon” was starting to seem less crazy. It was comforting to know I had my own alarm system if I was ever in danger, even if I didn’t understand anything about how it worked. 
 
    I wandered around the various stalls and enjoyed the bizarreness of this new world. 
 
    “Honey block!” a young boy called loudly as I walked past. “Best honey block in all of Fablewild.” 
 
    “Fablewild,” I muttered as I slowed down. 
 
    I finally had something to call this place, and I wondered if that was the name of the world or just the country. If magical worlds had countries. 
 
    There was something thrilling about having to piece together all of this information by myself. It was like the biggest puzzle I had ever worked on, and I got to walk around inside all of the pieces.  
 
    “Honey block sounds good.” I smiled as I stopped at the boy’s stall. 
 
    He was about twelve years old and clearly working at his family’s business. His dark hair stuck up in wild curls, and his blue eyes were wide as he stared at me. 
 
    “You really beat the Emerald Temple,” he said with awe. “I can’t believe it was someone so young. Can I hold the goblet for a bit? I promise I’ll give it back.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “If I can try some of this stuff?” 
 
    The little boy grabbed a huge piece of what looked like yellow cake and thrust it in my direction. I carefully gave him the goblet, which he cradled in his arms like a newborn child. 
 
    The honey block was deliciously sweet and crumbled on my tongue. It tasted like honeycomb bread, and I groaned at how decadent it was.  
 
    “This is amazing,” the boy breathed as he studied the emeralds. “You must have fought so many monsters!” 
 
    “Two trolls.” I grinned. “But I had lots of help from my eidolon.” 
 
    A new sensation raced through my veins that felt like surprise, and I wasn’t sure what that meant. 
 
    “Wow,” the boy said as he carefully handed the goblet back. “I want to be an adventurer just like you when I grow up!” 
 
    His face glowed as he watched me, and I had never felt more like a badass treasure hunter. I thanked him before I moved on and continued to browse the stalls. Everyone was eager to give me a sample of their product for free, and I ended up getting thick leather gloves, a jar of ointment for burns, and more food than I would be able to eat on my journey. 
 
    One of the most useful items was a leather loop to attach to my belt that held my mallet at my side. It somehow took most of the weight from the weapon as it rested on my hip, and I wondered if there was some kind of magic laced into the material. 
 
    The sky eventually started to dim with beautiful shades of violet as the sun set. It was time to leave behind this new world and see if my old one was still waiting for me. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said with a hefty dose of apprehension. 
 
    Getting out of the market took a long time once people realized I was headed out. Folks rushed over to thank me for coming and acted as if I had done something heroic just by visiting. I asked them to pass on my thanks to Razz, and I shook so many hands that I lost count.  
 
    I made my way back to the wooden arch and took one last look at Steelgate. The bright colors and loud noises were intoxicating, but I needed to see if my portal still worked. Discovering this world had been a dream come true, but I had to know if I still had access to my life on Earth. 
 
    I sure as hell hadn’t been ready to leave it behind this morning when I went out on that hike. 
 
    It was comforting to have the mallet and dagger at my side as I walked back into the jungle. I hurried down the grassy slope into the trees and spotted my first marking to guide the way. 
 
    The jungle was alive with the sounds of chirping birds, buzzing insects, and the gentle rustling of leaves in the breeze. I walked as briskly as I could to cover as much ground as possible before the sun went down. The temple had shown me the kind of creatures that lived in this world, and I didn’t want to run into any of them in the dark. 
 
    My markings guided me back through the route I had walked with Razz until the slope at the temple came into view. I stopped at the top and stared down at the huge building with a sense of deep pride. It had only been a couple of hours ago that I had been inside fighting for my life, and I grinned as I made my way around the edge of the slope. 
 
    I’d raided that vast, ancient temple. I’d come out alive. 
 
    With an incredibly expensive-looking artifact to show for it, too. 
 
    I grinned wider than ever as I craned my neck to take in the vast, moss-covered exterior of the strange building.  
 
    I eventually reached the front side of the structure where my markings had left off. The temple was still and quiet as I gave it one last look before I marched into the depths of the jungle. 
 
    But every now and again, I could feel the energy radiating from my ring. It was like the eidolon was checking in and evaluating our surroundings as we went. Having the wolf close to me somehow felt just as comforting as the giant mallet at my side as I carefully stepped over the boggy waters of the jungle. 
 
    I started to feel nervous as I got closer to the spot I had originally found myself in, though. What if the portal really didn’t work again? This world was insanely cool, but would I be stuck here forever? 
 
    Having access to both worlds would be the perfect scenario, but I knew that was only one possibility. Would I be able to survive here if I found myself unable to get home? I was physically and emotionally exhausted, and I craved the feeling of my own bed. So much had been thrown at me through the day that I needed to process somewhere safe. 
 
    I eventually reached the very first marking I had hastily etched into a tree just as the sun crept right down beyond the trees. My heart was in my throat as I unpacked the silver box and swung my rucksack back on. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I muttered. “If I end up getting stuck in some horrific space between worlds, thanks for helping me back there.” 
 
    I looked at my ring and felt the wolf’s presence as I gripped the lid of the box. 
 
    Then I took a deep breath before I swung it open, and a gold light exploded all around me. 
 
    My body was flung in every direction like I was in a hurricane, and I gripped onto the silver box with all of my strength. The wind stung my skin as I was thrown around like a ragdoll by the violent elements. 
 
    Finally, I collapsed onto the grass after a moment of pure chaos. It took several minutes before I realized I had stopped spinning. My eyes were seeing spots, and I shakily pushed myself to my feet. Then I rubbed my eyes before I was able to see clearly. 
 
    The orange light of sunset spilled all over the mountains before me as I looked out from the ledge I stood on. 
 
    The very same ledge where I had found the geocaching box. 
 
    Relief and excitement spread through my veins as I spun around to confirm I was back in the Blue Ridge Mountains.  
 
    The portal had worked. 
 
    I stared out at the trees as the reality of my situation sank in. My Earthly home was still waiting for me, and I had access to a world filled with magic, adventure, danger, and treasure. 
 
    Not to mention the fact I had a spirit wolf encased in the gem on my finger. 
 
    “Hoooly fucking fuck,” I breathed as I ran a hand through my hair. “It worked. It fucking worked.” 
 
    Then I hurriedly swung my bag off to check that everything I had collected was still there. The weapons, jars, and food were all waiting for me. They looked extra amazing when I was standing on Earth. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked the ring, and to my shock, I could still feel the strong presence of the wolf. 
 
    I was desperate to know if magic could work on Earth, but I reasoned that it probably wouldn’t. My gun and electronics hadn’t functioned in Fablewild, so the same rule probably worked the other way around. But I desperately missed the wolf being by my side even though I hadn’t known her very long at all.  
 
    There was something comforting about the intense link we had already developed. I couldn’t understand why I missed her so much, and I knew I didn’t think of her as a pet. She was a wild sort of spirit who clearly was capable of amazing things all on her own. 
 
    “Let’s just see if you can come out,” I said as I held my hand up. “It probably won’t work, but it would be cool to show you my world.” 
 
    I flicked my wrist without thinking anything would really come of it. 
 
    But then golden light exploded around me once again. 
 
    Only this time, the wolf did not appear from the ring. Instead, a glowing mist appeared and spun around before me, and when it cleared, I was looking at a beautiful woman.
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 Chapter 6 
 
    My jaw fully unhinged as I took in the gorgeous woman in front of me. 
 
    She was tall and lean, with a brown leather bra and tight shorts that showed off her impressive curves. Abs were sculpted on her stomach, and her legs were carved with athletic muscle down to her black boots. Golden waves of hair that were streaked with reddish auburn fell around her shoulders just like the fur of the wolf, and my mouth went bone-dry as I studied the features of her stunning face.  
 
    She was unbelievably gorgeous with cheekbones sharper than my dagger. Her dark red lips were plump and bee-stung, and her icy eyes were as breathtaking in human form as they had been as a wolf. 
 
    And there was no doubt in my mind these two beings were one and the same. 
 
    She was the same spirit who had fought beside me in the temple, but her form was suddenly a hell of a lot hotter. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I managed after a moment as the woman stared at me. 
 
    She looked down at her body as if she had just realized something was off, and her icy eyes snapped back up to meet mine. 
 
    “I’m a human,” she said in a husky voice. “Colton, you have changed my form.” 
 
    Her tone was confident, strong, and laced with suspicion as she stared at me without blinking.  
 
    “Uh,” I stuttered. “Yeah. I… have no idea what happened. I wanted to see if I could summon you in my world. You look really, uh, awesome.” 
 
    The woman stood tall as she continued to stare at me, but then she finally glanced away to survey the land around her. Her presence oozed so much confidence that it was hard to think of her as someone far away from their own world. She flexed her fingers in and out of fists as she looked around before turning her attention back to me. 
 
    “Where have you brought me?” she demanded, and there was a serious accusation laced into her words. 
 
    “This is Earth,” I said hurriedly. “We’re in North Carolina, in America. It’s a really nice part of the world, actually–” 
 
    “You have taken me away,” she spat. “How are you able to change worlds? Have you done this to demonstrate your powers as superior to my own?” 
 
    “No, no, no!” I said hurriedly as I held my hands up. “I found this portal this morning that took me to your world, and I didn’t even know if I would be able to come back. This is all new to me, too.” 
 
    The woman’s glare was as cold as her icy eyes as she looked me up and down, and she started pacing back and forth like a hungry wolf. 
 
    “You say you found this today,” she said in a dangerous tone. “That means inside the temple was your first day in Fablewild? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Look,” I said. “I have no idea how any of this happened. My brain is exploding right now, and I don’t even know if you’re the same being as the wolf I fought beside.” 
 
    “I assure you, I am the dusk wolf,” the woman said with deep pride. “But this body is new to me.” 
 
    “It’s a great body,” I said on impulse, and my face suddenly burned. “I mean, it’s very strong looking. Not that I was looking.” 
 
    The woman didn’t seem to notice my fumbling as she examined her own arms. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Very strong. Eidolons are such ancient spirits that perhaps we are able to adapt to any atmosphere.” 
 
    There was a hint of pride in her tone which was the first time the rage slightly subsided. I was in complete awe of this gorgeous spirit, but I knew we needed to start moving. 
 
    “Look, it’s going to get dark soon,” I said as I glanced at the dimming sky. “Why don’t we head back to my place? You can go back in the ring if you want to, but I would love to talk to you. It’s your choice.” 
 
    “My choice,” the woman repeated as she stared at me. “You are asking which form I would prefer?” 
 
    “Yes? Is that… okay?” 
 
    The woman frowned as if she was trying to work out something complicated while she wrinkled her nose in a way that was beyond adorable, from my perspective. I had a feeling that if I ever pointed this out, though, she might rip my jugular out with her wolf teeth or something. 
 
    Her energy was so intensely feral, and I could feel it coming off her in waves, as if she was still connected to me through the ring. 
 
    I frowned at this and tried to shake the idea off as I glanced down at her outfit. She was going to get cold with that much skin exposed. She was devastatingly hot, but I would rather make sure she was comfortable than on display for my enjoyment. 
 
    I rummaged in my bag and pulled out a long shirt to hold out to her.  
 
    “Put this on,” I said. “It shouldn’t get too cold, but you’ll need a layer to keep the chill out.” 
 
    The woman grabbed the shirt and sniffed it deeply, and I was glad I had packed a fresh one. Then she held it at arm’s length to examine before she struggled a little awkwardly to pull it over her golden head.  
 
    It was so fucking odd to watch this wolf-woman put on a shirt, something I doubted she’d ever tried before, but her stoic determination made quick work of the task. 
 
    The gray material fell down to just above her knees and instantly made her more Earth-like. She was still jaw-droppingly pretty, but her outfit was less provocative. 
 
    “Looks great.” I nodded. “Ready for the trip back? It will take a while, but we’ve got shitloads to talk about. I can help you with any of the trickier parts of the climb.” 
 
    The woman watched me silently as I glanced down at the hole I’d taken the geocaching box from. I knew that it was seriously frowned upon to take anything from a cache, but I couldn’t bring myself to bury the box again.  
 
    This wasn’t just an awesome achievement of orienteering. It was a fucking doorway into a world filled with the kind of adventure I had dreamed of since I was a kid. There was no way in hell I was going to leave it behind for someone else to claim. I had already proven that I had what it took to thrive in Fablewild, and I had never felt more myself than when I emerged from the Emerald Temple.  
 
    Besides, I could bury another box at this spot for whoever managed to find it next.  
 
    I carefully covered the hole back over and packed the silver box back into my bag. The sun was barely peeking over the horizon, and it was time to start the journey back home. 
 
    “I’m Colton, by the way.” I smiled at the woman. “I think you knew that, but what’s your name?” 
 
    “My name?” the woman asked as her eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to know that?” 
 
    “So I know what to call you,” I said in confusion. “You know… Basic human decency? I can’t just keep calling you dusk wolf. Unless that is your name, which is very cool.” 
 
    The moment I stopped speaking, I knew for sure that I could still feel that intense bond that connected us, because a hint of surprise drifted through my veins from the woman. It caught me off guard to feel her presence so clearly like this, but I supposed it wasn’t the strangest thing I’d experienced today. 
 
    But why was it shocking for someone to ask her name? 
 
    I guess it wasn’t really possible when she was in wolf form, so maybe she had never even said it aloud before. 
 
    “My official title is the Wolf of Dusk, but you may call me Tala,” she said after a moment. “My name is Tala.” 
 
    “That’s beautiful.” I nodded. “I’ve never heard that name before. Okay, Tala, let’s get going. Just be careful, because this trail is really steep and dangerous.” 
 
    Tala raised an eyebrow as I walked over to the edge of the cliff and realized there was no elegant way down. The thrill of climbing up the rockface had overshadowed how hard it would be to get back down. I didn’t have any kind of climbing equipment with me, so it would be a matter of ambling down a few feet before I could jump. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “This is going to be tricky, but I’ll help you once I get down there myself. I can guide you through the good grip points, and I’ll catch you if you fall.” 
 
    Tala watched me intensely as I lowered myself down and slowly reached my boot down to the first foothold. I gripped the jagged rock as I placed my foot down and reached for the next spot.  
 
    “The key is taking your time,” I said. “I’ll just go down a few more steps and jump, then I’ll guide you–” 
 
    There was a rush of cool air as a blur of golden hair and tanned limbs leaped past me. I swung my head around to see Tala land in a crouched position on the grass like a fucking superhero. Then she got to her feet and looked up at me with effortless cool as I stared at her in awe. 
 
    “That was fucking awesome,” I snorted. “Okay, let’s go!” 
 
    I hurried down the next few steps before I jumped with a lot less grace than Tala had. The soft grass broke the fall beneath my feet as I grinned at my new companion. 
 
    “Sooo,” I chuckled. “You’re just as much of a badass in human form, huh?” 
 
    “Don’t doubt my capabilities,” Tala half-snarled as she folded her arms. “Regardless of my form.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I said truthfully. “I just assumed you might need some help since you’ve never been… in that body before. I’m not trying to insult you here, okay?” 
 
    Tala unfolded her arms as she stared silently, and I felt a tiny shift in her defensiveness.  
 
    Man, it was weird to look at a person and feel the subtle shifts in their moods myself. It was even weirder to have such an intimate insight into a stunningly gorgeous woman’s emotions, but I couldn’t deny, I liked it. 
 
    There was something powerful about knowing I could read her this way, but I wondered briefly if she knew I could do this. 
 
    That seemed like a question to ease into carefully. 
 
    I gestured for her to follow me, and we started to make our way down the mountain toward Asheville. We walked in silence for a while as I gave her time to adjust to her surroundings because I knew what a fucking shock it was to end up in another world. 
 
    Ending up in a whole new body was probably even crazier than that, too. 
 
    I glanced over a couple times to find her eyeing her new legs suspiciously, but I could feel that she was mildly pleased with the way they worked. In fact, she was surprisingly agile and coordinated, but I figured a magical wolf who was as badass as her wouldn’t need too much time adjusting to anything.  
 
    “I have so much to ask you,” I said eventually as we carefully walked down a steep slope. “Your world is full of magic, and I want to learn everything I can about it. Razz gave me a little insight into this life, but how many adventurers are there exactly?” 
 
    Tala’s startling eyes met mine as she strolled easily down the difficult track. 
 
    “You really don’t know anything about Fablewild?” she asked, and I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m a newbie.” I grinned. “I need all the help I can get.” 
 
     “There are thousands upon thousands of adventurers,” she said stiffly. “It’s impossible to know how many.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “And how many temples are there?” 
 
    Tala gave me an unsure look as if she was trying to work out if these were genuine questions or not. 
 
    “There are also too many to count,” she sighed. “Just like adventurers. They all possess different qualities, but they are all the same in the end. Just like you will be. Adventurers, no matter how varied they seem at first, are all predictably similar in the end. They don’t listen, and they drown out my voice as if I’m the wind.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Adventurers don’t listen to you? But you saved my ass back in the temple. You’re awesome. Why would anyone ignore you? The people in Steelgate were amazed by the fact I had your ring on my finger. I don’t really understand what an eidolon even is, but…” 
 
    I was fully aware that my mouth was moving as fast as my brain, and I tried to shut up for a moment to let Tala speak. 
 
    I could feel her bafflement at my statement, but after a moment of processing, she slowly replied.  
 
    “I… am an ancient spirit,” she said as if this was obvious. “I possess centuries’ worth of knowledge about my world, the jungles, and the temples. Eidolons are powerful animals destined to guard their masters in battle, but we are meant to be treated with great respect.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded enthusiastically. “Wait, did that last guy who wore the ring not treat you well? Did the trolls kill him?” 
 
    I had to bite my tongue to stop a hundred other questions spilling out as the path started to ease into a less steep route. 
 
    “The trolls were his downfall.” Tala nodded without any remorse. “I was trying to warn him that they were on their way, and he refused to listen through our bond. His greed and malice had clashed with my spirit since the moment he stole me, and I always knew it would be his downfall.” 
 
    “He ignored you?” I asked in disbelief. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Because that is what adventurers do,” Tala growled, and the sound reverberated in her chest like an honest-to-god wolf. “They use me as a set of sharp teeth and ignore the prowess and experience I possess. You will do the same thing once you get a taste of this life. I will become nothing to you but an obedient servant with sharp teeth and powerful jaws.” 
 
    I was so taken aback that I stopped walking to stare at the warrior, and she swung around with fury etched on her beautiful face. It was very clear that there was a wall of ice around her that would not be melted any time soon. My heart ached to picture her stuck in that ring for centuries being ignored, and only being let out to basically be used as a guard dog. 
 
    I’d only fought beside her briefly, but I’d felt her strength and determination as clear as day. Wolf or woman, Tala was an incredible being, and I couldn’t imagine diminishing that in any way.  
 
    “I am new to your world,” I said gently. “I’m not the same as the shitheads you’ve spent your time with. There’s not exactly a way for me to prove that to you right now, but I promise that I’m not going to ignore you.” 
 
    “All my masters do,” Tala said sharply. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “And I understand… wait. Does this mean I’m your… master?” 
 
    The word felt bizarre to say out loud, but Tala nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said bluntly. “I am your eidolon, and you are my master. You wear my ring.” 
 
    I stared at the beautiful woman and felt heat rising in my face at the thought of being in charge of her. She was a wild, amazing spirit, and she was the most attractive person I had ever seen in my life. I tried not to let my mind cloud with how unbelievably hot she was, though. 
 
    “Your ring is really cool,” I said because it was the only thing I could think of to say, and I dropped my gaze to examine the gem on my finger. “I never exactly thought of myself as a jewelry guy, but this ruby is badass.” 
 
    “The stone represents my mana,” Tala said as her piercing eyes darted to the ring. 
 
    “Mana?” I repeated in utter bewilderment. “Like from video games?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” Tala said sharply. “But my mana is what the very essence of my soul thrives on. It is what connects me to all things, and to you, and I thrive best when my mana is balanced carefully.” 
 
    “Now it’s my turn to not know what that means,” I chuckled. “But that sounds seriously cool. So, the red of the ruby represents who you are as a spirit, then?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose at this simplistic translation. 
 
    “Possessing red mana means I have a relentless ferocity about me,” Tala said confidently. “Something which spurs me to act without delay. I only chase greatness, adventurer. And I don’t have time for anyone who will stand in my way to victory.” 
 
    She stiffened her shoulders as if she was bracing herself for me to argue or put her down. But I had nothing but radiating admiration for the fierce warrior. I could tell her emotions were guarded by a fucking electric fence, but I didn’t blame her for being on the defense as she strode through an unknown world. 
 
    “It sounds like red mana suits you,” I said simply, and I could see her curious scowl deepen out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    She reminded me of a dog that was sizing up a new house guest to work out whether to show teeth or not. 
 
    It blew my mind to learn that mana was a real thing in her world, and I wanted to know all about the other colors of mana that an eidolon could possess.  
 
    For now, I felt like I needed to lighten the mood.  
 
    We had just jumped worlds with super high tensions, and her guard was up sky high. Maybe shifting the conversation away from centuries of abuse would help her chill the fuck out slightly. 
 
    “My place is very small,” I said as we carried on down the hill. “It’s actually kind of sad compared to the temple we just saw. But the location is pretty awesome. You can see the mountains from my windows.” 
 
    “I have seen many small homes.” Tala shrugged. “One of my first masters started off very poor. He managed to get rich after a few raids, but none of that mattered when the Minotaur got him.” 
 
    “Minotaur,” I chuckled. “I feel like you’re going to be very underwhelmed by the animals we have here. Unless we run into a black bear, that shit is pretty scary.” 
 
    “Not all animals in Fablewild are scary,” Tala said. “There are some very useless ones, too.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see more of them.” I grinned. “Those trolls were a shock to the system.” 
 
    We turned a bend in the path as the last of the sunlight spilled over our feet. The chill of the evening had set in, and I pulled my jacket on as we walked.  
 
    Tala had no problems navigating over steep areas of the route, and she had her wolf-like confidence in every step she took.  
 
    We had passed the halfway point of the mountain when I heard the faintest rustling of bushes. Both of us froze at the same time as our eyes locked, and I slowly reached into my pocket for bear spray.  
 
    Tala’s icy eyes scanned all around us as she slowly turned on the spot. She looked just as much like a huntress as she did in wolf form, and I had to force myself to stare at the bush instead of her. 
 
    Then I heard footsteps approaching and relaxed as I realized for certain that it wasn’t a bear. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t some crazy guy out roaming the mountain, so I gripped the spray just in case. 
 
    A man stepped out from between the trees and smiled widely as he waved at us.  
 
    I groaned when I realized he was butt-ass naked. It was one of the fucking hippies. 
 
    “Evening folks!” he said brightly as I desperately tried to meet his eyes. 
 
    He must have been in his fifties and was very thin. Gray hair receded on his thin head, and he had a patchy beard that needed some serious grooming. 
 
    I looked at Tala, who seemed entirely unphased by the appearance of a naked man. Her eyebrows were raised, but she clearly sensed no threat in the new arrival. 
 
    “Hi,” I sighed. “We’re just on our way down.” 
 
    Another set of footsteps rushed toward us, and I couldn’t stifle the groan as a woman appeared. She was a similar age to the man and just as naked. I was practically looking at the sky to avoid seeing anything else as Tala tilted her head like a curious pup. 
 
    “What a beautiful evening!” the woman gasped. “Oh, are you two out for a romantic stroll?” 
 
    “We’re just trying to get home,” I groaned. “Have a nice night!” 
 
    “Why don’t you join us for tea?” the woman asked eagerly. “Have either of you tried fully embracing the nature of the body? I bet that young lady is astonishing in her free state!” 
 
    “Where are your clothes?” Tala asked bluntly. “You don’t look like you could defend yourselves very well against anything in this state.” 
 
    “Nudity is all about connecting with the Earth,” the man said happily. “Why don’t you try–” 
 
    “Come on, dude, just… No,” I said firmly as I gestured for Tala to follow me. “We’re good with our clothes on, thanks. Have a nice night.” 
 
    I walked between the two hippies as I desperately tried not to look anywhere but at the trail. Tala confidently followed me, and I hoped she wasn’t too freaked out by Earth already. 
 
    “Goodbye!” the woman called. “We’ll see you next time you hike!” 
 
    “I fucking hope not,” I muttered, and Tala giggled. 
 
    I swung my neck around to face her and check that I had actually heard correctly. The magical wolf-spirit woman’s face was actually carved into a smile that made her eyes light up like bright snow. She looked so fucking enchanting, but she quickly forced her expression back to a scowl as soon as she saw me looking. 
 
    It must have been exhausting to spend centuries being belittled, and I couldn’t imagine the effect it would have to be dragged into battle over and over again just to be misused and ignored for so long.  
 
    The sun had finally vanished down beyond the trees as stars began to twinkle across the navy sky. 
 
    “Dusk,” I said. “It’s always been my favorite time of day, and I’m guessing you like it as well?” 
 
    Tala nodded as her eyes drifted up to the stars, and her curled fists relaxed slightly as she watched the wispy clouds drift overhead. 
 
    “You’re… connected to it in some way?” I asked as I eyed how softened her features had become. “As the Wolf of Dusk, I mean.”  
 
    “There is something comforting about it,” she said quietly instead of answering my question. “My masters are usually treasure hunting during the day, so the dusk is time for myself. That last one would be in the tavern drinking ale by now every night, and I would be forgotten in his mind until he next needed my teeth.” 
 
    “What a shithead,” I said. “I bet you’re a great drinking buddy. You look like the kind of girl who could handle her whiskey.” 
 
    “What is whiskey?” Tala asked curiously. 
 
    “It’s a drink,” I said. “You can try some when we get home, or a beer. Or I have tea, you don’t need to have any alcohol, I’m not trying to get you drunk or anything…” 
 
    My face burned again as I stopped the clumsy words from spilling out of my mouth, but I thought I saw the edges of Tala’s lips curl up briefly. 
 
    We neared the bottom of the mountain, and the lights of Asheville came into view. It was a beautiful town in the evening, and the streets were filled with tourists enjoying the sights and strolling between bars. 
 
    “This is your village?” Tala asked as we reached the end of the trail. 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded. “Welcome to Asheville. I’ll show you to my apartment. That’s where I live.” 
 
    We walked until we were back on the wide streets of the city, and Tala slowed down as she took it all in. Watching her stare at my world like it was as magical as Fablewild was seriously wild. Her icy eyes flickered between each building and studied the people who strolled by. She didn’t speak as we walked along the streets, and I tried to just give her some space to get used to the atmosphere of the new world she found herself in. 
 
    At least she was walking completely naturally in her new human form, so the only stares she drew were from people who obviously hadn’t seen anyone as gorgeous as her before, either. 
 
    “I’m down here,” I said as we reached the side street that led to my place. “It’s not as fancy as the houses we’ve gone past, but it’s okay.” 
 
    Tala kept her steely expression as she surveyed the alley, and we walked down to my front door. I fished the keys out from deep in my pocket, and it felt strange to be back in such a mundane place after spending the day raiding the Emerald Temple. 
 
    The lock clicked open before we headed into the dingy stairwell that reeked of damp. I wished I had somewhere cooler to bring the spirit warrior, but at least my apartment was pretty clean.  
 
    We trekked up until we reached my door, and I unlocked it before we stepped inside. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” I sighed as I flicked on the light. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Tala looked around the small living room but didn’t move, and her whole body was rigid and alert. She studied every corner of the space as I closed the door and slid my boots and bag off.  
 
    My stomach rumbled and broke the silence, and I collapsed onto the leather sofa. The gray throw felt luxurious after the day I had as I groaned and leaned my head back. 
 
    “I seriously need a shower,” I said. “But I need food, too. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Tala looked surprised again, and I was starting to understand just how ignored she had been all these years. The simplest questions seemed to shock her, as if nobody had even considered her wellbeing before. 
 
    Granted, I doubted she’d ever been able to talk in wolf form, so maybe no one ever bothered to speak to her, either. Well, unless it was to command her like some dog off its leash. 
 
    The notion grated on my nerves for some reason. I already felt protective of the wolf-woman, but I supposed this made sense. After all, I could literally feel how tightly wound and overwhelmed she felt right now. I had a clear window into her feelings. It was hard not to get attached.  
 
    “Eidolons do not normally get hungry,” she said. “But this body feels like it needs sustenance.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” I grinned. “I’m actually a pretty good cook, but I’m going to order takeout tonight. No way am I working over a hot stove after the day I’ve had.” 
 
    Tala stared at me blankly and kept her position right at the door as I pulled out my cell. I was relieved to see that it seemed to be perfectly fine after the trip, but it was just very low on battery. That reminded me of the unfortunate fate of my pistol, and I hurriedly pulled it out to survey the damage. 
 
    I released the magazine and opened the slide to study the inner workings, but there was no sign of any melted gunk left over. The trigger appeared to be functioning fine, and there was just a faint smell of burning that lingered on the metal. Nothing seemed to have been permanently damaged inside the weapon despite how a bullet had practically leaked out of the barrel. 
 
    “What is that?” Tala asked stiffly as she watched me. 
 
    “It’s a gun,” I said. “It’s a type of weapon we have here on Earth, but it doesn’t do anything in Fablewild. Neither does any of my technology, aside from my flashlight, of all things.”  
 
    Tala took a few small steps closer as she studied my living room, and her eyes fell on my bookshelf. 
 
    “You like reading,” she said quietly. “That’s a lot of books.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s a good escape from the real world. I always wanted to just disappear off into some magical world, but I don’t need books to do that anymore.” 
 
    “Why did you want to disappear?” Tala asked as she slowly perched on the other side of the sofa. 
 
    “I’ve always loved adventure.” I shrugged. “Getting out into the wilderness has always felt so freeing, and I just wished I could spend my life exploring.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you?” Tala asked, and her face had softened just slightly.  
 
    “I have rent to pay,” I replied as I ran a hand through my hair. “You can’t make money by just running around the mountains. Well, that’s what I thought. But then I found this portal, and it seems like I could actually make some kind of money from it.” 
 
    I leaned forward and pulled the emerald and silver goblet from my rucksack, and I twisted around to put it on my bookshelf. It was a real treasure that I had claimed from an adventure just as daring as anything in the novels on my shelf.  
 
    Tala nodded and fell silent again as I pulled up the takeout app on my phone. I ordered some pizza before I put it on the charger and got to my feet. 
 
    “I’m going to take a shower,” I said. “Then I’ll be out before the food arrives, and you can go in after if you like.” 
 
    “Shower.” Tala frowned. “I don’t know where that is.” 
 
    “It’s to clean yourself,” I said. “I know you just appeared fresh and clean in this form, but I’ve been crawling around in swamp shit all day.” 
 
    “I can smell it.” Tala nodded, and I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Wow.” I grinned. “What a way to treat your gracious host.” 
 
    The beautiful warrior allowed herself a smug smile before I grabbed a towel and headed into the bathroom. It didn’t feel real that I had a stunning woman sitting on my couch, and I shook my head as I turned on the water. I undressed and considered removing the eidolon ring I wore, but then I changed my mind. 
 
    If this ring was what had forged my connection to Tala, it didn’t seem like a good idea to separate myself from it. Especially when I thought about what it would mean to lose it, or have someone steal it from me. 
 
    My heartbeat was like a jackhammer in my chest just thinking about that, so I kept it on and climbed into the shower, and the hot water felt heavenly against my aching muscles.  
 
    The steam soothed my whole body as I scrubbed every inch of my skin to get rid of the swamp stink. A wave of tiredness washed over me as I washed my face and felt my body begging to lie down. But I seriously needed some food before I could sleep, and I had to make sure Tala was comfortable. 
 
    Fuck, how did someone look after a wolf-woman? Would she need to eat raw meat? Would she need to go for walks every day or end up chewing up my furniture? 
 
    Just the thought brought a blazing image of Tala’s stoic, no-bullshit face into my mind, and I swiftly decided she would not be chewing my furniture. 
 
    She was an ancient spirit warrior. Not some one-year-old German Shepherd.  
 
    I would have stayed under the warm water for much longer if I hadn’t had the spirit-wolf waiting for me. Then it suddenly occurred to me that I should have taken clean clothes into the bathroom, and I hoped she wouldn’t be too uncomfortable for me to walk out in a towel. 
 
    Had she ever seen her previous masters in towels? Could she see things when she was in the ring? 
 
    It seemed like she’d seen the creepy monkey asshole, or at least sensed its presence. 
 
    Dozens of questions spiraled through my mind as I wrapped the fluffy material around my waist and made sure it was secure before I stepped outside. Steam followed me as I walked into the living room to find Tala had leaned back slightly into the sofa. It was the first time I had seen her body language even slightly relaxed, and I smiled as her eyes scanned my half-naked body. 
 
    “Are you going to join the naked mountain people?” she asked, and I snorted. 
 
    “Not just yet,” I said. “Sorry, I should have taken my clothes in with me.” 
 
    Tala shrugged, and I remembered the skimpy clothing she had appeared in. She probably didn’t actually have much issue with bodies, but I went into the bedroom to change anyway. I pulled on some sweatpants and an old t-shirt, and I looked through my wardrobe for something to give Tala. There were a pair of joggers that were too small for me, but I had forgotten to return them. I grabbed those along with another loose shirt and went back into the living room. 
 
    “These are for you,” I said. “They’re probably going to be a bit big, but they’ll be comfy.” 
 
    “I think in time, I may also like to try a… show-or,” Tala said as she took the clothes from me, but then she leaped to her feet when the buzzer went off. 
 
    Her shoulders were bunched defensively, and she bared her teeth ever so slightly as her icy eyes flashed with warning. 
 
    “It’s just the food,” I said quickly as I went to the front door. “That sound means the delivery’s here.” 
 
    Tala scowled in confusion as she watched me hit the entrance button, and I opened the door when I heard footsteps in the stairwell. A young guy nodded as he handed me two pizza boxes, and I grabbed the loose change on my coffee table as a tip before I closed the door. 
 
    My stomach grumbled as the smell of hot cheese wafted up to meet me, and I carried the boxes over to the coffee table. 
 
    Tala was still in a wolfish sort of stance as her eyes darted from the door, to the pizza boxes, and then to my face. 
 
    “This is pizza,” I said as I flipped the boxes open. “It’s bread, cheese, sauce, and toppings. I got one plain and one with pepperoni. Help yourself.” 
 
    God, I hoped she didn’t actually need raw meat. 
 
    Tala watched me silently as I grabbed a slice and sank back into the sofa to devour it. She sniffed each box cautiously before she tore off a piece for herself. The beautiful warrior took a slightly timid bite that was somehow incredibly arousing, and she couldn’t hide the excitement in her icy eyes. She nodded to herself as she went in for a bigger bite, and I tried not to watch her too intensely. 
 
    Alright, so human food seemed to work for wolf-women. Noted.  
 
    We sat in silence and ate for a while until my stomach was finally full. I felt my eyelids grow heavy as Tala licked her fingers clean beside me. 
 
    “You take the bed,” I yawned. “I’ll crash on the couch.” 
 
    “The bed?” Tala asked suspiciously. “Why would you give me your bed?” 
 
    “You’re the guest.” I shrugged. “And this is your first night on Earth. If you have to stay in my shitty apartment, giving you the bed is the least I can do.” 
 
    The warrior got to her feet with her fresh clothes clutched in hand, and she glanced back at the bedroom. She looked so otherworldly with her feral sort of beauty, and I was glad to have her by my side as a human. It was that same comfort I had felt when she was in wolf form fighting beside me. Part of me felt like I needed her with me like this, but that was crazy. 
 
    I’d only just met her. 
 
    The idea that I was her master still seemed insane, too, but I felt responsible for making sure she was taken care of. Even if she might bite my head off if I made a wrong move.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said stiffly. “It might be nice to sleep on a bed.” 
 
    “It’s not much.” I smiled. “But it’s warm.” 
 
    Tala nodded before she spun on her feet, prowled toward the bedroom, and closed the door. I rubbed my eyes as I laid down and pulled the throw over my body. My head was still exploding at the thought of having such a beautiful woman in my apartment, and I stared at the goblet as my eyes started to close. 
 
    This had undoubtedly been the best day of my life. It still hadn’t sunk in that I had found a portal to another world and spent the afternoon hunting treasure. The thrill of beating the temple was unreal, and every puzzle and challenge I had completed flashed through my mind. 
 
    I had hoped for adventure after quitting my shitty job, and I sure as hell had found it in spades. 
 
     Sleep crept over me quickly as I fell into a dream filled with temples, traps, and magic. The whole time, a ghostly wolf with reddish auburn and golden hair prowled along beside me, and as odd as it seemed, I felt like she was the most real part of the dream. 
 
    Like Tala was dreaming right along with me, and not some part of the fantasy I was drifting through. 
 
    A creaking door woke me up, and I slowly opened my eyes to see Tala standing in the doorway to my bedroom. She looked fucking unreal even in my old clothes that hung loosely off her toned figure. 
 
    “Morning,” I yawned as I sat up. “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
    “It was actually very comfortable,” Tala said. “But I spent a lot of the night forcing myself to stay awake in case of danger. It’s strange being in a world that I know nothing about. I have centuries of knowledge in Fablewild.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” I grinned as I rubbed my eyes. “But you’re perfectly safe to sleep here. Just… so you know. Do you want some coffee? Or tea?” 
 
    “Tea is a term I am familiar with.” Tala nodded, and I got to my feet as the sun peeked in through the curtains. 
 
    We walked into my tiny kitchen that barely had enough space for both of us, and I got to work making our drinks.  
 
    “I have a few tea options,” I said as I grabbed some boxes from the cupboard. “Which do you want?” 
 
    Tala sniffed each container before she pointed to the peach tea, and I poured her a cup while my coffee machine whirred. The warrior watched closely as the pod released my espresso, and she narrowed her eyes as it spluttered. 
 
    “Old machine,” I sighed. “It still does the job, but I’d love to get a new one. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No,” Tala said. “I still feel full of…” 
 
    “Pizza.” I nodded. “Yeah, we can grab some food a bit later. What do you want to do today?” 
 
    Tala looked at me blankly before she prowled back into the living room with her tea clutched in hand. She strode over to the window and pushed the curtains fully open to let in the sunshine. 
 
    “You are an adventurer,” she said firmly. “Just because you gave me pizza and a bed, it doesn’t mean you’re any different from the others.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “So… do you not want to look around the city with me? You don’t have to, but I thought you might find it interesting. I loved exploring Steelgate.” 
 
    Tala stared out of the window and sipped her tea as the morning sun made the reddish auburn in her hair shine against the gold. She looked over the buildings at the mountains and finally nodded slowly.  
 
    “I would like to explore,” she said after a moment. “I think I like being in this body.” 
 
    I grinned at the beautiful warrior as I sipped my coffee and wondered where to take her first. 
 
    “Can I have one of the showers?” Tala asked. “Grooming myself as a human doesn’t work the same as when I’m a wolf.” 
 
    I immediately pictured her slowly licking the back of her hand like a cat, or whatever the hell wolves did, but then I abruptly forced the image from my mind as heat swelled at the base of my spine. 
 
    “I can imagine,” I snorted and cleared my throat. “Sure. Let me show you how it works.” 
 
    I led her to the bathroom and grabbed her a towel before I demonstrated how to turn on and adjust the water. She watched closely until she understood, and I left her to it as I headed back to the living room. I drained my coffee as I sat on the sofa and checked my phone. There were a few messages I had to get back to, and I had a post alert from my geocaching forum.  
 
    I opened it smugly as I was reminded that I’d found the legendary waypoint that none of these guys had ever managed to track down, but then my heart stopped as I found myself staring at a photograph of the spot I had dug up yesterday. 
 
    And the empty hole I’d filled in.  
 
    My heart thudded louder and louder as I read the caption. 
 
    Someone has taken the box that was buried here, and I’m going to find out who it was. I will track them down, and they will pay.

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 


 Chapter 7 
 
    I reread the message several times to make sure it was definitely the portal location. This guy must have been close behind me when I trekked up the mountain the day before. It was a surprise that someone else had actually gone to attempt the route, and it was even weirder that it was on the same day. I could understand the annoyance that the box had been taken, but there was something way too intense about the tone of his post.  
 
    Why was he so furious about this? I knew that some guys took it far more seriously than I did, but it still felt like an overreaction. Was there a chance that this guy knew about the portal? 
 
    My stomach turned at the thought, but I reasoned that there was no way anyone would leave it behind if they knew what it was. I hastily scrolled back to the post I had made claiming I was going to attempt the trip, but I hadn’t given any updates. It seemed paranoid to think this guy would actually be able to track me down.  
 
    I didn’t even know any other geocachers in the city, so he had probably come from out of town. That would be why he was so angry, because he had wasted a trip just to find the spot all dug up. 
 
    There was nothing I could do, and I would just play dumb if this guy did somehow have the detective skills to track me down.  
 
    Tala emerged from the bathroom, and the steam that followed her reminded me of the dreamy clouds that had carried her from the ring. She looked like a fucking supermodel with the towel clinging onto her impressive bust and skirting just above her knees.  
 
    “Good shower?” I managed to say as I forced myself to meet her eyes. 
 
    “It was calming.” Tala nodded as she ran a hand through her wet hair. “I will put clothes on again before we go outside.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I said. “We can go and get you some stuff of your own today.” 
 
    The warrior nodded before she strode back into my bedroom to get dressed, and I tried to get the image of her in a towel out of my brain.  
 
    Once she was ready to go, we made our way downstairs and into the morning air. It was a beautiful day, and the sunshine glowed against the red brick buildings. We walked out onto the main street as a group of hikers marched off toward the trails. Tala’s eyes darted back and forth as we wandered down the street, and I guided us toward an area that had some clothing stores. 
 
    “How often did you spend time out of your ring?” I asked. “Does it feel different to being inside?” 
 
    Tala tilted her head for a moment as she watched a family walk by with ice cream, and she nodded slowly. 
 
    “It feels good,” she said. “But I’m constantly on the lookout for what I need to attack next. There is always a reason for me to be out of my confines, and it doesn’t feel right to just be wandering around for… fun.” 
 
    “You deserve some fun,” I said. “There isn’t anyone you need to attack here, so try to enjoy the fresh air. It sounds like you’ve got a lot of catching up to do in terms of free time. Those old masters sound like fucking assholes.” 
 
    “Some were worse than others,” Tala said. “The ones who had been completely consumed by greed were the worst. One of my masters cut another’s hand off just to claim me.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as I stared at the warrior. “That’s insane! I felt bad enough taking the ring from a dead guy.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” Tala said as she glanced at me. “You were the first one who didn’t seem sure about it, and I had never seen anyone hesitate at finding an eidolon.” 
 
    “Robbing a corpse didn’t feel great,” I said. “But I’m glad I took the chance because I got to meet you. Did you have any masters that weren’t complete shitheads?” 
 
    “A few.” Tala shrugged. “But they were the ones who would end up dead pretty quickly. Being nice usually means being unprepared for what the reality of being an adventurer actually is.” 
 
    I had a feeling that I hadn’t even seen the tip of the iceberg regarding what dangers awaited me. But I prided myself on being able to take cautious measures into deadly situations.  
 
    Tala sniffed the air, and I glanced over at people leaving a nearby cafe with breakfast wraps. 
 
    “Let’s get some food,” I said, and we made our way over to the small building. 
 
    A bell rang when we stepped into the cozy cafe that only had four tables that faced out the long windows. The girl behind the register waved us in, and we sat down at the remaining free spot.  
 
    Tala’s eyes didn’t stop darting as she took in every inch of the cafe, and her back was so straight that it made me correct my own posture. She was the hottest girl I had ever laid eyes on, and I wanted to hear every story she had to tell. 
 
    The waitress came over with menus, and Tala frowned at the writing. 
 
    “Two stacks of pancakes, please.” I smiled, and the waitress nodded before she marched back into the kitchen. 
 
    Tala’s eyes kept drifting to the mountain peaks just like mine always did, and I found it seriously cute how she occasionally sniffed the air like a true wolf. 
 
    “So,” I said as I leaned forward. “I want to know everything about you. How long exactly have you been alive for? Is every other eidolon like you? How many of you are there in Fablewild?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of questions,” Tala said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ve got a thousand more.” I shrugged. “The faster you answer them, the faster I can shut up and be less annoying.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that will happen,” Tala sighed, and I snorted with laughter. 
 
    The warrior glanced around to make sure everyone was in their own conversation before she loosened her shoulders just slightly. 
 
    “I’m centuries old,” she said quietly in a voice that was almost a growl. “No two eidolons are the same, and there are hundreds of us throughout the world.” 
 
    I pictured hundreds of powerful spirits battling it out throughout the lands, and I wondered if all of them would be able to change into humans on Earth. 
 
    “How long were you with that last guy?” I asked. “You hated him, right?” 
 
    “He was a piece of troll shit,” Tala muttered as fury swept into her eyes. “He was already bad when he first became my master, and he kept saying how long he had searched for an eidolon. I thought that meant he might…” 
 
    The warrior shook her golden head as she avoided my eyes, and I felt a rush of sympathy. 
 
    “You thought he might listen to you?” I asked flatly. “If he spent years tracking you down, I would hope he understood how powerful of an ally you are.” 
 
    “Ally,” Tala said sharply as she swiveled back to meet my gaze. “Nobody has ever called me that before. I’m a weapon.” 
 
    Her words were fierce, but there was a deep sadness underneath them. I knew she didn’t want to be showered with sympathy, but I fucking hated all the masters who made her feel like that. 
 
    “He was an idiot,” I said firmly as I drummed my fingers on the table. “You’re a powerful spirit with centuries of experience. I’m going to need all the help I can get from you next time, and I hope you’re willing to give it to me.” 
 
    The waitress appeared with our food and laid down plates stacked high with pancakes. She gave us a jug of syrup and some water and left us to the mountain of breakfast. 
 
    “Dig in.” I grinned. “Look, you will probably want to put the syrup onto the pancakes. That’s the best way to eat it.” 
 
    I handed her the jug, and I knew she was going to sniff it seconds before she did. Her icy eyes lit up as she poured syrup onto her food and handed it back to me. She watched me do the same before she picked up her fork and started to eat. 
 
    “You said you want my help next time,” she said as she impaled a chunk of pancake. “Does that mean you want to go back?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I snorted. “A world full of adventure and magic? I haven’t thought about anything else since I got back. If you want to stick with me, then I would seriously appreciate the help.” 
 
    I crammed some more food into my mouth and glanced up before I realized Tala had dropped her fork. She stared at me with an unreadable expression as I furiously chewed my pancake. 
 
    “Did I say something?” I asked as I grabbed a napkin. “We don’t have to go right now. You can chill out for as long as you want–” 
 
    “If I want to stick with you,” Tala said sharply. “You said you would like the help if I want to stick with you.” 
 
    I was completely lost, but I had a feeling I had accidentally phrased something offensively. Did one of those words mean something else in Fablewild? 
 
    “Tala,” I said. “I don’t understand what you’re getting at.” 
 
    The warrior bit her bottom lip and didn’t blink as she continued to stare at me. 
 
    “You’re giving me the choice,” she finally said. “That’s not how it works. I am bound to you. You are my master.” 
 
    “I get that… kind of,” I said. “But I’m not going to haul you all over the jungle with me if you genuinely don’t want me to. You could just wander around as a wolf if you prefer in the wild. Or you can live on Earth as a woman, and you never have to go back if you don’t want to. I’m not going to enslave you, I’m not a fucking monster.” 
 
    Tala continued to stare as I drank some water to help with the sudden dryness in my throat. She seemed to have something she wanted to say to this, but then she only cleared her throat and fell into silence. 
 
    It felt like a full minute passed before she spoke again. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” she said suddenly. “There’s another temple that I know the route to from Steelgate. It will be dangerous, but there’s a chance that you’ll survive.” 
 
    I raised an amused eyebrow as she began to stab her pancakes again. It was devastating that basic kindness was so shocking to her, but I was stoked that she was going to join me back in Fablewild. 
 
    “Awesome.” I grinned. “Because I would probably be dead in seconds without you there to guide me.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tala said, and she shot me a dangerous smile before she continued eating. 
 
    We finished up our breakfast and headed back out into the street. The sun had fully risen, and Asheville was alive with tourists and locals taking their time in the sunshine. I couldn’t remember another time in my life when I felt so excited and content. All worries and thoughts of future jobs had melted away as I pictured reaching victoriously for another temple artifact. I had spent so long craving and chasing adventure that I felt dizzy with happiness now it had landed in my lap. 
 
    “Here,” I said as we came up to a clothes store. “Let’s go and get you some of your own clothes.” 
 
    “Earth clothes are odd,” Tala said as she eyed the window display. “Nobody wears chainmail here.” 
 
    “True,” I snorted as I held the door open for her. “But to be fair, there are less monsters racing around trying to eat us.” 
 
    I followed Tala into the store to see two floors filled with trendy clothing. It was a bright space with a bunch of young people browsing, and Tala prowled back and forth as she studied the layout. The wolf inside her was so present as her eyes darted around, and I waited until she had some time to survey the new land. 
 
    “I can get you a couple pairs of pants,” I said. “Some shirts and underwear, too.” 
 
    Tala looked at me as I tried to will my face not to heat up at the thought of her shopping for undergarments. The warrior nodded before she walked over to the first rack and attracted the glances of everyone who walked by. It was hard not to stare at the eidolon beauty even when she was in my oversized clothes. 
 
    Tala pulled out a pair of white pants and studied them for a moment before she wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “No,” she said, and she flung them onto the floor. 
 
    “Uh,” I said as I hurriedly picked them up. “Just hang them up if you don’t like them, okay?” 
 
    Tala nodded as she continued to scowl at some more clothes, and she eventually held out some dark blue leggings. 
 
    “You like those?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” she said. “This is all new, and I’m not sure what I like.” 
 
    “Take your time.” I smiled. “There’s a changing room at the back to try stuff on. I’m going to wait here, so just come get me when you’ve made your choice.” 
 
    I settled into an armchair that was probably for bored boyfriends, and Tala continued to make her way around the store. Then I pulled out my cell phone to entertain myself, but it was hard not to just watch Tala as she shopped. Her insanely sculpted physique made her stand out, along with her gold-and-auburn hair.  
 
    My favorite thing about her was how animated her face was, and she scowled heavily at a pink shirt that she violently shoved back onto the rack. Her wildness was just as present in her human form as she strode confidently over to the changing rooms. A young girl assistant tried to hand her a number tag, but Tala just marched right past her without another look. 
 
    I grinned as the girl shrugged and continued to fold clothes.  
 
    There was still a worry in the back of my mind about the guy on the forum, though, so I opened it up to see if he had said anything else. I seriously hoped he was just a super nerd with way too much time, but I couldn’t shake the feeling he knew something about the portal. 
 
    His post had a few confused reactions, and some people saying that it was shitty behavior to take a box. But nobody was reacting to the level this guy was. His username was just a stream of letters and numbers, but he had replied to a few of the comments. 
 
    “That sucks,” some guy called Adam wrote. “But never mind, you found the cache location and that’s what matters!” 
 
    “No,” the guy wrote back. “It matters. I will find him. I will catch him.” 
 
    I stared down at those words and wondered how he knew I was a dude. Most geocachers were male, but there were enough women to not make that assumption. Had he worked out from my post that I had actually made the climb? Was he really just a pissed-off nerd who cared too much for rules? 
 
    It didn’t feel right in my gut, but I closed the forum and slid my phone away. There was no point worrying over something that might be nothing. Surely anyone who knew what that box did would never just bury it again? I rubbed my eyes and tried to block out the thought of some crazy guy stalking my every move through binoculars. 
 
    “Is this right?” Tala asked, and I jumped as I snapped back to the present. 
 
    I hadn’t heard her approach at all, but she had fully changed her outfit from my old clothes. She wore the blue leggings she had picked out along with a sporty crop top made of dark purple. 
 
    It made her look like a sports model, and she definitely fitted in with the modern world. Even if her beauty was still otherworldly.  
 
    She had collected a pile of other clothing that was mostly similar sportswear, and I reckoned she had enough for the basics. It looked like she enjoyed deep, jewel tones and very much rejected anything too bright or pastel. 
 
    “Awesome.” I grinned as I got to my feet. “How does it feel?” 
 
    “Good.” Tala nodded as she launched into a deep lunge. “I found other things that were rather attractive, but I don’t think I could fight well in them. You said there are bears, and I need to be ready to wrestle them at all times.” 
 
    The laugh that came out of me was the purest joy I had felt in a long time. Tala’s unwavering confidence and bravery were so endearing, but my reaction made her tilt her head curiously. 
 
    “We hopefully won’t need to fight any bears,” I said. “Not until we’re in the mountains, anyway. Let’s go pay for your stuff.” 
 
    Tala shrugged and carried her pile of clothing over to the register, and the girl let her keep wearing her new gear as long as she scanned it through. I tried not to look at the underwear Tala had picked up as everything was folded into a bag, and I tapped my card before we headed back outside. 
 
    “Do you have lots of money?” Tala asked as we stepped back into the glorious sunshine. 
 
    “Definitely not,” I snorted. “I have enough to cover me for maybe three more months?” 
 
    “But you just bought me things,” the warrior said as she held up her shopping bag. “Aren’t you worried?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” I grinned. “The people at Steelgate told me I could sell my artifact, right? So I’m thinking that maybe this could be my new source of income.” 
 
    “That will require some amazing raiding skills,” Tala said with a raised eyebrow. “Are you capable of being as smart as you were in the Emerald Temple all the time?” 
 
    “I fucking hope so,” I said. “Because my landlord will throw me onto the street otherwise. But what sort of artifact can I expect to get in the next temple?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Tala said simply. “There’s no point guessing because there are countless options.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked, and the warrior threw me a slightly amused look at my incessant questions. 
 
    She sighed as she pushed a strand of golden hair back and attracted stares from every person that we walked past.  
 
    “Some artifacts have no use other than being sold,” Tala said. “Precious metals, gems, and rare stones will put gold in your pocket. But there are some relics that have other uses.” 
 
    Her tone dripped with mystery, and I felt delirious learning about the endless possibilities of this strange new life. 
 
    “What kinds of other uses?” I asked eagerly.  
 
    “Some are made of enchanted materials.” Tala shrugged. “Or they have spells woven into them from powerful sorcerers. It all depends on which kind of temple you’ve chosen, and the steps you took to get there.” 
 
    My head exploded with excitement as I imagined laying my hands on a magical relic. This was all so normal to Tala, but it was the most exciting shit I had ever heard in my life. 
 
    “I wonder if my goblet is magical,” I muttered, but Tala shook her head. 
 
    “It’s not,” she said bluntly. “But you could probably fetch a good amount for it in the markets.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with slight disappointment. “Well, in that case, maybe I’ll keep it as a memento of the very first temple I ever raided. I’m sure I’ll be swimming in relics soon enough.” 
 
    Tala smirked as we continued to wander downtown, and I tried to give her the best tour I could. We walked past record shops, more cafes, grocery stores, and tourist places filled with postcards and disposable cameras. 
 
    I noticed Tala’s head turn every time someone walked by with an ice cream, so I stopped at an ice cream shop that served them from a window that faced out to the street. We both got a cone and carried on through the sunny streets of Asheville. 
 
    There was so much I still wanted to ask, but I wanted to make sure Tala had some relaxation time getting to know Earth. It must have been seriously jarring to spend so much time ignored in a ring only to be transported to another world one day.  
 
    “This is delicious,” the warrior muttered as she licked her scoop of strawberry ice cream. “You said it’s made from milk?” 
 
    “Yup.” I nodded. “It’s probably doable in Fablewild, too. I’m sure you guys have some crazy form of cow. Probably a giant green one with a thirst for blood.” 
 
    Tala nodded, and she grinned slightly as she glanced at me. 
 
    “You want to ask more questions,” she said in a smug tone, and I was grateful to have a hint of playfulness in her demeanor. 
 
    “Sooo many questions,” I groaned. “What is the temple that we’re going to go to next? How can I prepare for it?” 
 
    “That is one impossible question,” Tala said as she caught a melting bit of ice cream with her tongue. “Nobody knows what lies inside the temple until you go in yourself. But I do know that the one I have in mind is called the Temple of the Burned.” 
 
    I pictured a blazing inferno springing to life the moment I stepped inside and wondered what the hell I could bring to help me. A fire extinguisher would be way too heavy to haul around, but maybe stocking up with plenty of water could help. 
 
    “Does every temple have a theme?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Tala said. “Some of the traps inside link to the temple’s surroundings, but not everything. That would make it too easy to plan for.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded. “This must all be so much harder for adventurers who don’t have eidolons. I don’t know what I would have done without you against those trolls.” 
 
    “Probably died.” Tala shrugged as she licked the last of her ice cream. “But you do have some impressive strength, you just need to work on your form and reactions. You’re a faster thinker than a lot of the masters I’ve had before, though. That’s much more important in my opinion.” 
 
    I felt a rush of pride from the compliment as Tala crunched enthusiastically on her cone. It wasn’t every day that a centuries-old spirit warrior admired my thinking skills. 
 
    We spent a couple of hours lazily wandering the streets and making our way around a pop-up market. Tala was curious about every stall that we passed, and I tried my best to explain to her what vinyls were. She stopped to sniff every food item we passed much to the confusion of the people who worked there. But she seemed to be gorgeous enough to get a pass for acting super weird. 
 
    So far, it was the perfect afternoon, but I was itching to get back inside the temple. The Blue Ridge Mountains were gorgeous, but they were nothing compared to the intense jungle that waited for me in Fablewild. 
 
    For now, though, I tried to enjoy escorting a woman like Tala around my world. 
 
    The wolf-woman’s defensive barriers were absolutely still high, but the conversation was now flowing without awkward pauses.  
 
    “Do you have any family?” I asked as we walked past a stall of handmade jewelry.  
 
    “Family?” Tala repeated. “No. I’m just alone.” 
 
    Her phrasing stabbed me in the heart, but she seemed very unbothered by the whole thing.  
 
    “I’ve got a little brother,” I said as we finally wandered out of the market. “He’s called Owen, and he’s annoyingly great. He’s got one of those minds that’s creative and business savvy at the same time. Dick.” 
 
    “You don’t like him?” Tala asked. 
 
    “I fucking love him,” I chuckled. “He’s just always been the golden child. But I should give him a call in the next few days just to catch up. He always loves hearing my geocaching stories.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell him about the portal?” Tala asked.  
 
    “Hell no,” I replied as we strode down the sidewalk of a busy road. “I’m not telling another soul about that right now. He’s not great at keeping his mouth shut, and I can’t risk news about this spreading.” 
 
    “So you love him.” Tala frowned. “But he’s also annoying?” 
 
    “That’s siblings.” I grinned. 
 
    We decided to wander home after our feet were tired from a day of exploring, and I actually felt relieved to get back to my shitty apartment. It seemed vastly less depressing with a beautiful warrior by my side. 
 
    A door creaked open just before we reached my landing, and the ancient face of Mrs. Wells popped out. Her small eyes lit up when she spotted Tala and gave me an enthusiastic smile. She actually shuffled out of her doorway enough to peer at the warrior properly. 
 
    “Colton!” she said eagerly. “You have a pretty lady over for the evening.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said as my face flushed slightly. “This is Tala, she’s my friend.” 
 
    “We have just met,” the warrior said firmly. “I’m not sure that makes us friends.” 
 
    “I see,” Mrs. Wells said happily. “Well, I hope you have a romantic evening! Maybe you’ll head out dancing later! Oh, are you going to buy her flowers?” 
 
    “Flowers?” Tala frowned. “I don’t need those. He gave me clothes, though. I needed them.” 
 
    “He took you shopping!” Mrs. Wells gasped as she clapped her hands. “What a gentleman! You must go and dance next! That’s the only way to truly end a romantic evening.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said as I continued to walk. “Let’s go, Tala. Night, Mrs. Wells!” 
 
    I wanted to get out of there before the old woman said anything else to make the situation more awkward. Trying to keep an ancient spirit happy was hard enough without probing questions from old neighbors. 
 
    The door below us didn’t close as we reached my apartment, and I just knew Mrs. Wells was listening for any hint of wooing on my part. I tried not to cringe too hard as I swung the door open for Tala and let her inside first. 
 
    “Why did that woman want us to dance?” she asked as she set her bag down on the floor. 
 
    “Because she’s nosy,” I sighed after I’d closed the door. “She’s been desperate for me to have a… friend come over.” 
 
    I went into the kitchen before Tala could ask any more questions and poured us some water. Then I came back out and handed her a glass as I drained my own. It had been a long time since I had spoken that much to anyone throughout the day. 
 
    My feet were tired from all our walking, but I was more than ready to get back out into the world of Fablewild. Just knowing the name of my next temple filled me with adrenaline, and I couldn’t wait to be back in the midst of all the challenges. 
 
    I spent the evening showing Tala how the TV worked and letting her browse through the channels. She was enchanted with it and sat cross-legged on the ground to be as close to it as possible. It actually kind of reminded me of those TikToks of puppies watching random things like 101 Dalmatians, but without the wagging tail and adorable belly rolls. 
 
    We didn’t exactly get to watch many shows as she continuously flicked through the channels, but I didn’t care. I was deeply enjoying the subtle shift I could feel in her mood every time something intrigued or shocked her, and having my eidolon safe and happy felt like the only important thing in the world. It wasn’t lost on me that being her master was an insane responsibility that I needed to step up to. 
 
    More than any of the assholes she had encountered in the past.  
 
    I made us some pasta when we had eventually digested our ice cream, and the sun finally set on Tala’s first full day on Earth. 
 
    “This is good,” she said as she impaled a noodle on her fork. “Thanks for cooking for me, and getting me my own clothes.” 
 
    “No worries.” I smiled. “Chopping up mushrooms and chicken is the least I could do after you saved my life.” 
 
    “Well,” Tala said as she stretched her long legs out. “It feels good to hear someone admit that I helped.” 
 
    Her icy eyes stayed glued to her plate, but her words sent warmth through my veins as I felt how genuinely she meant this.  
 
    “Are you okay to leave tomorrow?” I asked. “We can have a few more days of rest if you want, but I’m just so excited to get back adventuring.” 
 
    I knew how dorky I sounded, but I didn’t care. This was the first time in so long that I felt delirious with happiness. 
 
    Tala put her plate down on the coffee table before she met my gaze. “I am a spirit warrior. My whole purpose is to be out with my master raiding temples. I’m ready to go back whenever you are. I… appreciate you asking me.” 
 
    She suddenly got to her feet and grabbed her bag of new clothes before she swiftly marched to the bedroom. I felt like I had just gotten emotional whiplash from the beautiful warrior as she literally turned her back on me. 
 
    But then she paused at the door. 
 
    “Colton,” she said stiffly. “You’re acting kind just now, but so did a lot of my previous masters. Don’t take it personally that I keep my distance. It’s best for both of us.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said gently. “Good night.” 
 
    Tala glanced over her shoulder and hovered for just a moment like she had something else to say, but she hurried into my room and closed the door. I wanted to tell her that she had nothing to prove to me. Her being in my life was like the universe had just handed me the best gift I could have dreamed of, and I was fucking honored to have her by my side. 
 
    But she needed distance, so she would get it. Besides, ever since I’d first summoned her from her ring, our connection was intense enough as it was. That surely proved we connected on some level? But I reasoned that probably happened with all eidolons and their masters. 
 
    I cleaned up our dishes before I collapsed back onto the sofa and pulled the throw over me. My alarm was set early to make sure I had time to pack before we left, and I had no idea what to expect from our next journey. Going back to Fablewild with slightly more knowledge than before felt awesome, though. Even if I didn’t know the exact details that lay ahead, I had an idea of how the world operated. Now I had a basic understanding of temples, adventurers, and eidolons. 
 
     If I could come to grips with this, then maybe I would never need to apply for another job again. I would need to work out how much these artifacts could sell for on Earth, but those emeralds on my goblet had to be expensive. 
 
    Sleep crept up on me as my mind raced with thoughts of traps and puzzles, and I fell into a deep sleep as the moonlight filled the living room. 
 
    My alarm on my phone made me sit bolt upright as the annoying siren rang into my dreams. It took a moment for me to fully wake up, and I jumped again when I opened my eyes to see Tala sitting on the floor cross-legged. Her back was unbelievably straight, and her icy eyes almost glowed in the dark. 
 
    “Fucking shit!” I gasped as my eyes finally adjusted to the dim light. “Sorry, I didn’t expect you to be there. Early rise again?” 
 
    “I told you.” Tala shrugged. “I don’t need to sleep much, but I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I yawned as I stretched my arms. “That’s sweet.” 
 
    “Not because I care about your sleep,” Tala said flatly. “Because I’m supposed to stop you from dying in the temples. A tired adventurer is way more likely to perish in a horrific death from negligence and slow reaction times.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I snorted. “What a delightful way to wake up.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and went to the bathroom to get ready for the day. My mind went at a million miles an hour as I quickly showered and enjoyed the warmth of the steam.  
 
    The atmosphere was about to get a whole lot warmer when I went back to the jungle, so I made sure to pick out much cooler clothing that last time. I grabbed some canvas shorts along with a light shirt, but I packed a few extra bits of clothing just in case. Then I made sure I was stocked up on snacks and kept my new weapons packed inside my rucksack. It was a bit of a struggle getting the mallet to fit properly, but I would take it out once we got to Fablewild. 
 
    The silver box was the most important thing inside the pack, and I triple-checked it was secure before I finally swung my pack over my shoulders. I packed my pistol and GPS device for the mountain trail even though neither would do me much good when we reached our actual destination. 
 
    Tala had put on a matching black workout set that made her look like a fucking ninja, and I made sure my eidolon ring was still firmly in place on my finger. We were quiet as we hurried down the stairwell, and Tala’s feet didn’t seem to even make a single sound. 
 
    The sun had only just peeked over the horizon by the time we reached the edge of the city and made our way toward the trails. I didn’t see any other hikers around, and thankfully there were no hippies in sight. 
 
    “Are we going back to the same spot?” Tala asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “I don’t really want to go back there right now. There’s a guy who seems ridiculously pissed that I took the box, and he might just be insane enough to camp out there.” 
 
    “Does he know what it is?” Tala asked as her toned legs strode effortlessly up the steep incline of the path. 
 
    “I doubt it,” I said. “You couldn’t have paid me to make me bury it again when I knew what it did. But he does seem waaay too invested in finding out who took it.” 
 
    Tala shot me an alarmed look as the trail began to curve around some towering oak trees. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Geocachers aren’t exactly known for their strength and intimidating ways. He’s probably just some tourist who’s furious that someone beat him to it.” 
 
    I was trying to convince myself just as much as Tala, and there was still something that made me feel uneasy about the intensity of the mysterious man’s posts. But I put him out of my mind as we climbed higher, and I made sure to pick our route carefully.  
 
    I wanted somewhere that was as isolated as our first location, so I wouldn’t have to worry about someone seeing us vanish into thin air. That was why the early morning mountains were the perfect place to travel. Even the most eager hikers would stick to the main paths when the sun hadn’t even come up yet. 
 
    “Is your outfit comfy enough?” I asked as we curved around the side of the mountain. “You won’t need it in wolf form, but it looks good for this part of the journey.” 
 
    “It’s great.” Tala nodded as she glanced down at the top that showed off her impressive cleavage. “But I won’t be walking along with you in the jungle. You have to put me back in the ring before then.” 
 
    “Really?” I frowned as I looked at the warrior. “You don’t want to wander along beside me? 
 
    “This is serious.” Tala nodded. “Inside the temple, you can release me. Those places are filled with never-ending routes and corridors, but anyone could spot me out in the open. I need you to understand how brutally one could get murdered for their eidolon.” 
 
    I wished I could keep the warrior’s company for the whole journey, but I knew she was right. This was only my second trip into Fablewild, and I was a complete newbie at everything to do with the magical world. The less attention I drew to myself when I was traveling, the better. 
 
    “You have to promise,” Tala said seriously. “Promise to only take me out when you really need me, and when you are certain you’re alone.” 
 
    “I will.” I nodded. “I promise.” 
 
    The warrior nodded with satisfaction as the path under our feet became even steeper. I could tell how serious she was about her rules with the ring, and it occurred to me that she wouldn’t have been as firm if she didn’t care about getting a new master.  
 
    If she really didn’t care about sticking with me, surely it wouldn’t matter if I was killed for the ring? I knew better than to say anything, but Tala might just be starting to enjoy my company. Or at least tolerate it more than the other masters she had before. 
 
    The beautiful warrior suddenly stopped and sniffed the air deeply before she spun around and scanned the path behind us. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “You’re not trying to find a bear to fight, right?” 
 
    “Another man,” she said as she prowled in a circle. “He was here very recently.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Maybe it’s just another eager hiker.” 
 
    “You said early hikers stick to the main trails,” Tala said firmly. “Is this a main trail?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I suppose there is a chance it could be that guy I mentioned before heading up again to the same spot.” 
 
    “Or he’s looking for you,” Tala said as she finally stopped prowling. 
 
    I felt slightly uneasy as we kept walking and wondered how much distance was between us and the forum guy. Our path forked off two different directions, and Tala sniffed both before she gestured to the left. 
 
    “He went the other direction,” she said confidently. “I can’t detect anyone else down this one.” 
 
    We hurried up the steep curve that soon surrounded us with thick fir trees, and the mountain felt like it was all ours again. Waking birds chirped as the sun crept higher in the sky, and I eventually stopped next to a clearing in the trees to our right. 
 
    “Let’s go in here,” I said quietly. “Just off the trail.” 
 
    Tala followed me off the path, and I swung my rucksack off as we stopped among the tall trunks. I studied every space around us before I carefully slid out my shirt that the silver box was wrapped in. Then I pulled out the portal box and felt my breath catch in my throat. It was so crazy what magic was held inside such a small container. 
 
    “It’s time,” I said. “We better do this fast before anyone else comes along.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” Tala nodded. “Just make sure to get me into the ring before we go. I’ll guide your spirit through the jungle.” 
 
    “It’s pretty cool that we can communicate that way.” I grinned. “How exactly does–” 
 
    “Colton,” Tala said as she glanced around. “Hurry, remember?” 
 
    I nodded and took just a second to appreciate being in the beautiful warrior’s company. Then I raised my hand and concentrated as I flicked my wrist in Tala’s direction. 
 
    There was a flash of gold light before tendrils of smoke reached out from the glowing ruby and wrapped around her body. She glowed for a split second before her form warped and was pulled into the gemstone. 
 
     I felt a powerful jolt as the light faded, and I was left alone in the middle of the mountain. But I could feel Tala’s presence right with me, and it was way more noticeable than the first time I had worn the ring with her inside. It was even more noticeable than it had been while she was in human form, like we’d become one being or something. Maybe it was just because I had a better understanding of what she was now, but I felt a tug of urgency coming from her and shook those thoughts from my mind.  
 
    We had to focus on traveling before I could figure out how our connection truly worked. I took a deep breath as I gripped the box and prepared myself to be flung around in the wind.  
 
    The sun warmed the back of my neck as I stiffened my body, and I flipped open the silver box. 
 
    Then light erupted everywhere as I was sucked into a violent whirlwind. Everything around me became a swirling mess of colors as I tried to keep my limbs as tight as I could. My eyes stung from the wind as every bone seemed to rattle under my skin. I finally toppled to the ground and managed to land with enough grace to avoid injury. 
 
    I took just a moment to adjust to the world being still before I excitedly pushed myself to my feet. I looked around in search of my first marking to guide me to Steelgate, but I couldn’t see it. 
 
    That’s when I realized that every tree around me was black with purple spikes sticking out of the trunks. My jaw fell open as I looked down to see short grass crawling with bugs. 
 
    This was not the first location I had seen in Fablewild.  
 
    I had traveled somewhere completely new.
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 Chapter 8 
 
    My heart thudded as I spun around to make sure my eyes weren’t just playing tricks on me. I looked up to see that the dark trees had purple leaves to match the thorns, and I could spot at least six thick snakes curled around wide branches. Spiders and beetles scuttled over the bark, and every inch of the jungle seemed to be crawling with life. 
 
    But very grim, gothic life. 
 
    “This is definitely somewhere new,” I muttered, and I felt Tala’s presence reassure me. 
 
    Her spirit felt so connected to me that I instantly knew she was familiar with this jungle, even if it was brand new to me. 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “But this means that the portal is going to transport us somewhere new every time we open it. That’s going to make this life a hell of a lot more challenging.” 
 
    There was a pulse of agreement from Tala, and I could feel her urging me to go forward. It was like a gentle nudge to my mind that I could somehow understand perfectly.  
 
    I was blown away by how powerful the connection between eidolon and master was. Why would any adventurer take this for granted? I had my very own warrior tour guide, and I was going to take every ounce of help I could get. 
 
    “This place is crawling with creatures,” I said as I swung my rucksack off and took out my mallet. 
 
    Then I attached it to the new clip on my belt before I reached in for my dagger. I wanted to be ready for anything as I made my way through this new part of the jungle, and I already knew the level of horrific creatures that could be found in Fablewild.  
 
    Tala’s presence comforted me as I started to carve my way through the dark trees. The bright sunshine slipped through the cracks in the leaves well enough to illuminate the path. But it was a very different vibe from the swampy jungle I had encountered on my first trip. The thorns that protruded from every trunk glistened with deep purple like they were calling out to be touched.  
 
    I was certain that something painful and awful would happen if I was so much as scraped by one of them, and I kept my arms as close to my body as possible. 
 
    Bugs had never been an issue or phobia for me, but some of the ones I spotted seriously grossed me out. There was a red worm that slid along the grass that was bulbous and so fat it looked like it would burst. A spider that was almost the size of my face hung down from a web in front of me, and I could see every one of its beady eyes reflecting vibrant, metallic colors at me. 
 
    “Glad I don’t have arachnophobia,” I said as I ducked below the creature. “My little brother has it bad. He would already have ducked out of this trip. Well, maybe the whole adventure hunting thing would keep him going.” 
 
    I felt a new sensation through my connection with the eidolon ring. It was just a sense of calm mixed with being alert, and it felt like Tala was just enjoying listening to me. Then the sensation shifted to nothing but watchfulness as something hissed loudly nearby. 
 
    I glanced up with my dagger at the ready to see a snake watching me from a low branch. It was striped with black and lilac with deep red eyes. There was something too human about the way it watched me and flickered its gaze all over my body. I had met plenty of snakes in the wild before, but none that looked like they had genuine intelligence behind their eyes. 
 
    Tala warned me to slow down which felt like the last thing in the world that I wanted to do. She pushed so hard with her message that it was impossible to ignore even though every muscle in my body wanted me to hurry away. I forced my legs to slowly maneuver forward at a speed that made my palms sweat. Tala knew this world better than me, and I had to trust her to get me through the jungle safely. 
 
    The snake kept its eyes on me as I slowly put one foot in front of the other. Then a bird shot out from a nearby tree in a fast blur, and the snake lunged at it. The striped creature flew through the air like it had been catapulted as its jaw unhinged drastically. That poor bird didn’t stand a chance, and the snake had grabbed the feathered creature into its mouth within seconds. Then there was a loud crunch as the snake bit down and devoured its prey. 
 
     I slowly made my way deeper into the jungle and left the predator to devour its food. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said quietly when I was sure there was some good distance between us and the snake. “I could have been trying to wrestle that thing’s jaw from around my head.” 
 
    The ruby glowed very slightly as I got a rush of warmth through my body. It felt like Tala was happy to have someone listening to her, and she couldn’t hide her mind like she could with her smile. 
 
    But my smile quickly turned to a grimace when the trees around me started to get closer together. All the scuttling bugs were so close that I could hear multiple little feet scurrying across the wood. Each of the purple spikes edged closer, and I had to slow down to make sure I didn’t scrape by any of them.  
 
    I felt the warning signals from Tala as I moved my elbows in and carefully followed her directions. It was like having a built-in GPS system that could guide me without any screens or speakers. Tala’s guidance felt like a wind that guided me in the direction I needed to go while I navigated through the spikes. 
 
    The trees gradually started to widen out again after a few yards, and I was able to walk more freely.  
 
    But if I hadn’t been so good with my balance, the path would have been a lot more treacherous. Some areas of the ground were coated with black mud that was handily stationed beside giant spikes that protruded from the ground. It looked like the jungle had set up its own trap to impale me, and I cautiously stepped over the slick patch. 
 
    My senses were on full alert as I journeyed through the jungle. That snake had been horrifying enough to be a temple trap, and I hadn’t even reached the building yet. That got me wondering if trolls roamed the land outside of the temples, but I tried not to put too much thought into that one. 
 
    I approached a patch of grass that was slightly longer than all the rest of the jungle floor, and I slowed down to see if there was anything hidden inside. My instincts told me that I needed to be wary as I stopped inches away from the swaying blades of grass. Then I peered over to see a row of red thorns sticking out from the ground like fangs.  
 
    My stomach flipped when I realized the thorns were actually white, and the red hue was from dried blood that was caked onto most of their surfaces. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I followed the thorns to see they ran in a line down either side of me. 
 
    It was a trap from nature itself that clearly worked on many creatures strolling through the jungle. 
 
    Another new sensation radiated from my ring, and I was almost certain that Tala was impressed. 
 
    “Told you I had what it takes.” I grinned as I stepped over the spikes. “I reckon we make an awesome team. It’s a shame you don’t want–” 
 
    A deep roar made me shut the fuck up and freeze in place. It sounded worryingly close, and very fucking huge.  
 
    Tala was immediately alert and watchful, and I could feel an urgent push guiding me forward.  
 
    I began to quickly march through the trees and put each foot down as quietly as I could. Then the roar came again from slightly further away, and I had one hand ready on my mallet. Every hair on the back of my neck stood on end as the sound echoed among the dark trees. Fighting a huge creature without scraping against any of the thorns seemed like an impossible task. 
 
    I kept walking as Tala guided me, and a few minutes passed without any more roars nearby. There were no giant footprints on my trail, either, so I hoped that whatever animal it was hadn’t caught on to my scent.  
 
    Part of me wanted to take Tala out of the ring just in case I did need to suddenly fight. But I was determined to keep my promise to her and only bring her out when we were inside the temple. I was going to keep her safe, and nobody was going to steal her away from me. 
 
    The jungle floor started to slope down slightly as I walked, and the leaves above wove together tighter to block more sunlight. If it got much darker then I would need to bring my flashlight out, but my spirit wolf gave me a strong warning to slow down. 
 
    My heartbeat quickened as I heard the sound of hundreds of bugs, frogs, and snakes gradually become louder. It was like the noises of the jungle had been concentrated and amplified to echo around every trunk in Fablewild. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered, but Tala urged me to keep going. 
 
    So I trusted her. 
 
    Every step I took caused the noises to grow louder, and I tried to prepare myself for anything as I neared the bottom of the slope. Then I suddenly could see a huge structure through the trees, and it looked like the makings of a temple… One that was painted with thousands of different colors.  
 
    “Yes!” I hissed as I sped up slightly. “Awesome! Thanks for getting me here, Tala. Now, let’s go and conquer some traps.” 
 
    Adrenaline coursed through me as I marched forward and rushed through the final hanging branches of purple-and-black trees that blocked my way.  
 
    I whistled as the temple finally came into view. 
 
    The building was much taller than the first one had been, and all the windows were elongated and tinted with dark glass. It stretched out into the trees as far as I could see until it was swallowed by the shadows of hanging branches.  
 
    It was only when I spent a few moments staring at the temple that I noticed the bricks were not multicolored, but the thousands of bugs on them were. Every step closer I took showed me more and more tiny bodies scuttling and sliding over the stone that was actually a dark gray with a blue tint.  
 
    Sunlight reflected against the bodies of the creatures to make them shine, and the army of bugs had attracted shitloads of frogs and snakes to join the party. The larger animals sat still among the buffet of insects and occasionally slid a tongue out to scoop up some of the dinner that moved all around them. 
 
    “That is fucking nasty,” I groaned as I stopped a few feet away from the temple. “Why are there so many bugs? Is there just venomous shit everywhere in this jungle?” 
 
    One of the snakes raised its head to watch me, and I cautiously moved away before it decided to try anything. 
 
    The front door of the temple was a tall rectangle that was flagged by thick pillars covered in even more bugs. They moved in hypnotic waves as they scurried up and down the stone. It would almost have been pretty if it wasn’t for the nauseating sound of tiny bodies rubbing together. 
 
    I felt Tala urge me to go inside, and I was glad to leave behind the sea of scuttling legs. Thankfully, the stairs were not as covered in critters, but there were plenty of dead ones smeared across the stones. 
 
    “This temple is gross,” I muttered as I climbed up the front steps. “I hope the inside is less… buggy.” 
 
    Something that felt like amusement pulsed through the ring, and it was weird as hell to be able to sense Tala’s emotions so strongly. Was she really sending all this my way? Or was I just reading into my own feelings too much? 
 
    I reached the final step and strolled inside to find that the interior of the building was thankfully not crawling with creatures. The blue-tinted stone was covered in cracks, and I was slightly less surprised this time when torches around me sprang to life.  
 
    I grinned as I glanced up at the burning flames that had been somehow commanded by my presence, and I looked around to see the entrance was much more disheveled than the Emerald Temple had been.  
 
    There were dark stains all over the ground, and there was just one corridor that led straight ahead. A distant groaning noise echoed around the walls as I stared down at the still hallway. It was an ominous path that crackled with magic torches, but there was no other direction to go.  
 
    Tala’s spirit pulsed inside the ring, and I excitedly realized I could take her out now. I had missed having her by my side, even if we did have some crazy new connection that bonded us. 
 
    “Let’s get you back into the world,” I said as I confidently flicked my wrist, and the golden light exploded all around us. 
 
    Misty streams of gold poured out of the ruby as the etching on the gem glowed. The beautiful wolf spirit emerged gracefully and landed on the cracked floor in front of me. Tala’s gold-and-auburn fur lit up the dull stone all around her as her icy eyes looked into mine.  
 
    The glow around us faded, but I could feel the connection to my eidolon stronger than ever. It was like our bond had grown tighter since last time she was in wolf form, and I felt a pang of curiosity from her as she tilted her head.  
 
    Warmth flooded through my chest as we looked at each other in the still temple.  
 
    Had spending time together on Earth made our connection stronger? Was our first day of bonding responsible for the heightened connection I felt to the spirit warrior? 
 
    Tala was perfectly still as she watched me, and I wondered if she could feel it as strongly as I could. She didn’t blink as she looked at me with every ghostly, auburn fleck in her fur shimmering against the light of the flames. 
 
    The feelings of connection I had with her were now too overwhelming not to mention. It was so strong that I felt like it had become an integral part of my own body. Our bond stayed intact throughout Earth and Fablewild, and it somehow felt both completely natural and magical at the same time. 
 
    “Am I going crazy?” I sighed. “I feel like I can really feel your emotions when you’re inside the ring. Is that possible? Is that what’s meant to happen? I just can’t get over how all-consuming this connection is, in the best way possible!” 
 
    Tala tilted her head as her tail flicked, and I felt a gentle warmth in my chest. Like she had reached out just to confirm that everything was going the way it should. Then she suddenly spun on her paws and began to pad her way down the long corridor. Her fluffy tail reflected ghostly light as she trotted silently over the stained ground. 
 
     My very own ancient warrior leading me into adventure. 
 
    I wanted nothing more than to follow her trail, and I could feel through our connection that she was eager to get started, too. 
 
    “Lead the way.” I grinned as I hurried after her and ran a hand over the handle of my mallet. 
 
    Tala slowed slightly so we could fall in step together as she sniffed the air thoroughly. She shot me a warning glance as we neared the end of a hall that curved around to the left. I could feel the caution in our bond as the wolf’s shimmering eyes studied the bend ahead of us. 
 
    The dark stains on the ground became bigger, and a faint smell of rotting meat carried in the air. A flicker of warning rushed down my spine, but it was from my own intuition rather than from Tala. It was similar to the feeling I got right before I ran into dangerous wildlife on hikes. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” I muttered as I drew my mallet, and a rush of agreement came from Tala. 
 
    We both braced ourselves as we turned the corner of the hallway, and my stomach flipped as I looked out at a large room that had a high ceiling towering above us. There were body parts strewn all over the stone ground, and I realized that the dark stains were patches of dried blood. 
 
    Ripped-off arms with skin rotting on the bone were littered on the cracked stone, along with a torso that was little more than a skeleton. Two decapitated heads were impaled on more of the purple thorns that had grown out of broken ground. Both were men who had a few ribbons of flesh left on their skulls, and something had already taken their eyeballs from their sockets. There were other body parts that were barely identifiable along with torn up lengths of clothing. 
 
    The smell of rotting flesh caught in my throat as I stared at the graveyard of dead adventurers.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I gagged as I covered my mouth. “What happened here?” 
 
    Tala’s piercing eyes darted around the room as I waited for something to emerge from the corner. But the space was completely silent as we studied the area for a clue of what had killed these people. 
 
    There were three closed doors on the far side of the room, and all of them had the same cracked wood and rusting handle, so that wasn’t too helpful, either. 
 
    “Looks like we have to make a choice,” I said as I eyed the doorways. “Picking the wrong one clearly has deadly consequences.” 
 
    Tala sniffed the air again before she stepped into the room and quickly made her way past the body parts. I tried not to breathe too deeply as I followed her and made sure to give a wide berth to the bloody remains. Some of the corpses had become pure skeletons that had clearly been there for years, while others couldn’t have been more than a few days old.  
 
    I forced myself closer to the more complete corpses to search them for anything useful. There was one curved, double-edged blade in the rotting hand of one guy, and the knife was slightly bigger than my dagger. It had ridged edges along the deep gray of the blade, and I managed to only gag slightly as I quickly retrieved it. There wasn’t much else to be found among the corpses, but I was perfectly happy to move on from studying the decaying bones. 
 
    The idea that so many more adventurers had been torn apart was horrifying, and I tried not to think about how little experience I had.  
 
    Tala sharply turned to face me as a rush of encouragement washed through my veins. I remembered everything I had been told about the power of my own abilities. Both Tala and Razz had insisted that my brains and instincts could be just as valuable as giant muscles, and I had to believe in myself for this to work.  
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to choose?” I asked as I looked between the doors. “Maybe there’s a clue to guide us?” 
 
    I frowned as I stared around the doorways to try and find a tiny symbol etched into the stone. But there didn’t seem to be anything that differentiated the doorways or hinted at which one would be the correct choice. It seemed like luck would be the only thing that decided my fate, and I tried to mentally prepare for whatever monster lay on the other side of each door. 
 
    “I just have to pick,” I said firmly as I strode between the entrances. “Okay. Any hints?” 
 
    Tala carefully prowled between each door and sniffed them all deeply. She growled at the middle option and double-checked them all. Then she used her sleek snout to point at the far right door, and her icy eyes locked onto mine. 
 
    “This one.” I nodded as I stopped at the exit. “Are you ready? I don’t imagine any of these are completely safe.” 
 
    Tala stood tall as she faced the doorway, and she bared her fangs as she positioned herself for attack. Having the eidolon by my side made me feel a hell of a lot more confident, but I braced myself to jump into a fight with something horrific. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said grimly. “I’m an adventurer, and I can do this. Let’s go get that treasure.” 
 
    Then I grabbed the rusting handle, and all the other doors vanished.  
 
    Cracked stone appeared where the exits had been, and a loud thud echoed out behind me. I looked over my shoulder to see a wall of stone had fallen over the way we had come in. There was no going back now. 
 
    I turned the handle and pushed against the door as I gripped my mallet with the other hand. 
 
    A loud creak echoed around the room as the wood swung open and revealed another wide space. There were no body parts on the ground, but the floor was divided up into large squares. They were alternated with black and pale gray stones to create something that looked a bit like a chess board. Each of the squares had a golden symbol etched into the center, and I studied them carefully as we stood in the doorway. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked as I bent over to examine the pictures.  
 
    Each one was a simple collection of curves and straight lines that looked like a strange alphabet. It was a language I didn’t know, and I had a feeling my inability to read Fablewild’s script was about to be a huge issue. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. “I can’t read this, can you?” 
 
    Tala shook her glossy head, and a flicker of curiosity sparked in my chest. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “This isn’t written in your language?” 
 
    The wolf gave me a long stare as if to imply that I was being ridiculous, and I shrugged before I looked back at the squares. 
 
    There was another doorway at the far side of the room that we clearly had to carve the right path to. I knew something fucking lethal would happen if we picked the wrong squares, but how was I supposed to work out which were safe? If this wasn’t a language Tala recognized, then who the fuck would? She had lived in Fablewild for centuries and surely would be able to read most dialects spoken here? 
 
    Then it hit me that I wasn’t looking at a language at all. 
 
    “It’s a pattern,” I said as my eyes darted around the squares. “Each time, the symbols grow by one more marking, so I just have to work out which step comes next.” 
 
    I felt a rush of warmth through my connection with Tala and wondered if she was impressed. But the door I stood next to started to tremble, and she nudged me urgently to step forward. We both took a step onto the first square of the grid just as the door swung shut. 
 
    Then the torches around the room grew brighter as their flames suddenly burned twice the size. Each of the symbols on the ground glowed as I studied them carefully. 
 
    The etching under my feet was a simple circle with a straight line running through it, and I had four options for my next step. I looked at each symbol until I spotted one that had the same shapes with just one extra line. The others had two or more differences, and I figured it must be best to take the next-most similar picture. 
 
    But then, one of the torches suddenly went out and left us with just nine remaining.  
 
    That was clearly the timing system for this room, and it was already moving very quickly. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I harnessed all my determination. “This is an easy one. We just have to find the next symbols. It’s a simple task to get us started.” 
 
    I confidently took my next step, and there was a rush of wind around me as two giant thorns shot up from the incorrect squares on either side. Both of the spikes would have ripped right through my body if I had been standing there, and I felt a cold sweat build on my forehead as another torch went out. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as Tala eyed the thorns warily. “Okay, maybe we need to move faster than I thought. Those torches are burning out really fucking quickly.” 
 
    So I kept going. 
 
    Spotting the correct patterns wasn’t too difficult, but the threat of thorns and quickly extinguishing torches made the pressure extreme. I could tell how people would make stupid mistakes if they let that get to them, and I took a deep breath as I tuned out everything except my connection to Tala and the symbols before me.  
 
    Another torch went out and caused the room to dim slightly as I reached the halfway point on the board. More thick thorns shot up all around us as I navigated across the grid. Each spike that erupted from the ground was bigger than the last, and the sharp points were coated in dried blood.  
 
    I forced myself not to think about how many people had suffered the worst fate just because of a careless mistake. This room wasn’t a difficult challenge, but the temple wanted to cause my death by rattling me into a panic. It was taunting me and trying to shake me enough that I would make the worst possible decisions.  
 
    But I only focused on the glowing symbols as I took deep breaths. 
 
    There were only three torches remaining as I studied the last two lines of the room. I could feel the creeping pressure but refused to give in to it. This was just a simple puzzle that I had almost completed. 
 
    Tala’s presence beside me was a huge comfort as I studied the final line. I was aware of how dark it had become, and I knew there was only one torch remaining.  
 
    The symbols had grown to three full circles with six lines, and the remaining options had very similar carvings. But there was only one that was right, and I felt a bead of sweat run down my spine as I quickly double-checked them all. 
 
    I confidently stepped onto the final square just as the last torch burned out. Tala leaped to the spot beside me as multiple thorns shot up all around us and caged us in every direction except the door.  
 
    Then I grabbed the handle and flung it open as the ground below me rumbled, and I leaped off the final square. Tala’s ghostly golden fur flew beside me as I heard another spike shoot up from the spot where we had been standing. 
 
    I spun around to see a room filled with purple thorns before the door swung shut behind me.  
 
    My heartbeat was going a million miles an hour as sweat poured down my forehead. A huge grin spread over my face as I ran a hand through my hair.  
 
    The first puzzle of the temple had been completed, and I hadn’t lost my cool. My ability to stay calm while surrounded by violence had saved my ass.  
 
    Tala watched me closely, and I could feel a rush of warmth radiating from her. 
 
    “Are you proud of me?” I grinned, and Tala rolled her icy eyes. 
 
    The first victory of the raid made me feel like I was walking on air, but then I realized we were standing at the top of a staircase. I knew not to let my first success cloud my judgment as I took a breath to steady myself. Cockiness could be deadly on any trail, and the temple was no different. 
 
    “What do you think is waiting at the bottom?” I asked as I glanced at Tala.  
 
    The Wolf of Dusk sniffed deeply and let out a low growl of warning. I could feel her wariness and knew there was something bad at the end of the stairs. But the only way we could go was down, and I wiped my damp palms on my shirt before I gripped the mallet again. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said with a deep breath. “We just need to stay calm, stick together, and let our natural instincts guide us.” 
 
    Tala led the way down the steps, and I held my weapon tightly as I followed. The torches that were spaced around the curved walls illuminated each step as I listened for any hints of movement. Then a low hiss and rattle carried up the stairs as we crept down the spiral steps.  
 
    I instantly knew what was waiting for me at the bottom as dread settled on my shoulder. 
 
    “Snakes,” I groaned as the hissing and rattling grew louder. “Fuck.” 
 
    We slowed down as we turned another bend, and my heart leaped into my throat as I looked out at the next room of the temple. 
 
    The entire floor was a pit filled to the brim with snakes of different sizes and colors. Some were tiny little ropes, and some were big enough to swallow a fucking sheep if they wanted to. They writhed together as their awful hisses echoed around the walls, and some of the smaller ones had been crushed by the larger beasts. 
 
    I instantly had Raiders of the Lost Ark flashbacks, but I tried to keep my shit together. 
 
    If Indy made it out of the snake pit alive, so could I. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    I scanned the area to see that there was only one way to get around the pit. Footholds and handholds were dotted across the left wall in the deadliest rock climbing challenge I would ever face. 
 
    The route would take me up high before it curved back down again to the ledge on the far side of the room. Some of the stretches I would need to do were huge, and they would be seriously tricky even for a skilled rock climber. I knew that one wrong move would be fatal, and I wondered how many poor adventurers had tumbled down into the sea of snakes.  
 
    “You’ll need to get back into the ring,” I said as I looked down at Tala. “I don’t think your paws will make it around the wall very well.” 
 
    I wanted to keep her safe just as much as she was doing the same for me. We were an awesome team, and I wouldn’t risk putting her in danger just for my comfort.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be any clear indicator of a timer in this room, but I knew I would need to move quickly around the stones. 
 
    I smiled at Tala as she watched me carefully, and I already couldn’t wait to have her back by my side. The ring glowed as I flicked my wrist and watched the eidolon fly back into the gem as she faded into ghostly mist.  
 
    Her presence was still strong as I stood at the edge of the pit, and I didn’t feel alone as I moved toward the wall. I could already tell that this climb would be tricky and wondered if any other adventurer had managed to get across successfully. All of the huge, muscular ones would have struggled the most to swing their bodies across the stretch of stone. You had to be strong to cross this challenge, but any extra weight would be a deadly downfall. My rucksack was added bulk, but I couldn’t leave it behind with the portal box inside. 
 
    The hiss of the snakes urged me to hurry as I did another sweep of my route. Then I reached out to grab my first hold and swung my leg out over the snakes. The distance between me and them was too close for my liking, but I focused on the task at hand as I pulled myself fully off the ground. 
 
     A gentle pulse of encouragement came from the ring as I started to make my way around the cracked rockface. The rattle of the snakes below made my skin crawl as I reached out to continue my trail. I focused hard to make sure each move was precise and strong as I gripped the jagged rock. 
 
     The footholds started to go upward, and I was grateful for the extra distance between the snakes. But the gaps between the holds became further apart as I got closer to the door. My fingertips burned as I held onto shallow rocks, and the rattling of snakes grew louder below me. I waited until I was sure of my grip before I risked a glance down to see the snakes had started to move as one. They slithered around in a clockwise circle as they formed a whirlpool of colored scales and quick tongues.  
 
    I knew that this was another attempt from the temple to confuse and intimidate me. It was an eerie visual to draw my attention away from the climb, but it wasn’t going to work.  
 
    Suddenly the warning signal from Tala felt so strong that I had to focus not to lose my grip. 
 
    “What?” I asked as my fingertips trembled to hold onto the stone. 
 
     I looked down to see a thick snake slowly making its way up the cracks in the rock. I could see the glint in its eyes as it headed straight for me, and I knew that one snap of its small teeth could unload a lethal dose of venom into my bloodstream. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed, and I felt Tala’s urge to be released. 
 
    But there was nowhere for her to go safely. This was all going to be down to me.  
 
    I stayed in place as I watched the snake creep closer, and it suddenly launched itself with insane speed.  
 
    “Fuck you!” I snarled as I quickly swung my boot out and smashed the creature’s skull right into the wall. 
 
    There was a gross crunching noise along with a squishing sensation under my boots as the snake’s head broke apart. I grimaced as I lifted my foot again, and the limp remains of the snake fell back down into the pit.  
 
    The falling corpse seemed to disrupt the whole flow of the snakes, and their hisses grew louder. I was over the halfway point around the wall, and the holds were starting to get seriously far apart. But I didn’t have any time to doubt myself. More snakes started to slide up the jagged wall as Tala’s warning call basically rang in my ears. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I spat as I looked for my next move. 
 
    My fingers were raw from the climb already, but I knew I could make the rest of the distance. But the snakes were going to add a new level of danger to every move I made. There was one seriously speedy fucker that had yellow scales along its thick body. I could practically see the glee in its eyes as it launched at my ankle only to be met with the swing of my boot.  
 
    Another small skull was crushed against the wall, but that didn’t stop the other bastards from trying their luck. I quickly kicked three more snakes before there was enough of a gap for me to move around the wall. My limbs only just managed to swing wide enough to continue, and my foot slipped on the rock. 
 
    I slammed my hands into their holds so hard that I managed to cling onto the rock face as I moved my boot back over onto the foothold. My heart was in my throat as debris fell down the wall, and a couple of loose rocks splattered right into the face of oncoming snakes. They were knocked back down into the pit as I almost reached the far ledge. 
 
     The route was gradually getting lower again as I neared the end, but more snakes were slithering their way upward. There were too many gradually making their way up for me to attack them all, and I needed to just get onto the ledge. 
 
    I stopped when I looked across the remaining gap and realized there were no more holds. The rockface was smooth, and there was just a large stretch of nothing between me and the ledge below. 
 
    “I have to jump,” I said as I felt the blood leave my face. 
 
    I looked down to see the army of snakes inching closer, and my toes curled inside my boots as I held on. My arms burned from the weight of holding myself, and every finger shook from the effort. 
 
    Then I felt a warmth easing through my bones as my throat went dry. It was a gentle comfort that reminded me of how far I had come so far. Tala believed in me, and that sent a wave of adrenaline through my aching body. 
 
    There were only seconds left before too many snakes to count would reach me, and I put all my strength into focusing on the jump. I had one shot to make this with no room for error. 
 
    “I’m an adventurer,” I snarled under my breath. “And I’m not going to die with a bunch of fucking snakes!” 
 
    Then I launched myself off my footholds and reached out as I fell through the air. Time seemed to go in slow motion as I flew toward the ledge, and my feet missed the ground by half an inch. I yelled as my body fell, and I flung my hands out to grab the edge of the rock.  
 
    My body draped down the ledge as my feet dangled high over the snakes. The scaly fuckers changed direction to aim toward me, and I knew that I needed one final pull up to get out alive.  
 
    Every muscle in my arms was on fire from the climb as my fingers trembled dangerously. But that warmth from Tala spread through me again, and I knew I needed one last moment of self-belief. My body might feel like it was breaking, but I could recover after my life was out of danger. 
 
    “Fuuuck!” I snarled as I put every ounce of strength into pulling myself up, and my forearms ached as I hauled myself to the ledge. 
 
    Then I swung my torso over and rolled until my whole body was on the hard ground. I groaned in pain as I forced myself to my feet and flung my shoulder against the door as the hissing snakes grew louder. The exit fell open, and I tumbled out into the next corridor just as a thick snake eased over the ledge. 
 
     But the door swung itself closed with a loud thud as I spun around to check for any more immediate danger. 
 
    The hallway was still, and I groaned as I leaned back against the wall. My entire body burned with pain as my heartbeat thudded in my ears. I could barely feel my fingers as I massaged my temple and stretched my aching legs out.  
 
    My head was spinning, but Tala urged me to let her out. 
 
    It took all my effort to flick my wrist to unleash her. Then the golden glow of my eidolon comforted me like a warm blanket as the Wolf of Dusk appeared at my side and gazed up at me intensely.  
 
    I instantly felt comforted by her presence, and I smiled down at her as I took my bottle of water out. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gently. “I could feel the belief you had in me back there, and I needed it.” 
 
    I took a deep swig of water and kept leaning against the wall until my breathing had steadied. The thrill I felt from defeating my second room of the temple was unreal. I had pushed myself to limits I never would have in any other situation and proven my place among the adventurers of Fablewild. 
 
    Tala stayed right beside me as I regained some strength, and I finally pushed myself back up from the wall. 
 
    “I’m ready to keep going.” I nodded as I packed my water away. “Holy shit, that was insane. Is it gross that I found it weirdly satisfying to smoosh the snakes?” 
 
    A gentle feeling of amusement radiated from my eidolon as she tilted her head. Then Tala flicked her tail as she started to walk down the hallway that seemed to stretch on forever.  
 
    We walked along under the flickering torches, and I kept a wary eye out for any signs of snakes or deadly purple thorns. The journey down the corridor was oddly quiet and still, but that just made me even more cautious for what was about to come. I knew that the pit of snakes would not be the deadliest thing inside the temple, and I slowed down when the corridor came to an end. 
 
    It opened out into the biggest room I had seen in any of the temples yet. The space was half as wide as a football field and just as long. It was silent, and I shuddered as I looked out at the giant area. 
 
    “What do you think this is about?” I asked quietly as we studied the room. 
 
    Tala sniffed the air and lowered her head as she scanned the ground. Her ears pointed up as her tail flicked from side to side, and she eyed the ceiling suspiciously. Then she growled deeply as her icy eyes faced upward, and I followed her gaze to see there were thick cracks all over the stone above. 
 
    The lines were so wide and deep that they looked like streets all over the top of the room, and I shuddered as I looked up at them. 
 
    Then I almost jumped out of my skin when a wall of stone slammed down behind us and left us no option but to go forward. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said quietly. “We can handle whatever shit this temple throws our way. We’re a team.” 
 
    Tala growled again, and I took a step into the giant room. Nothing happened as we both carefully walked inside, but my whole body was on edge with anticipation. 
 
    I grabbed my mallet and held it tightly as we strode in the direction of the distant door. Then I heard a faint creaking, and Tala snarled as she looked up. 
 
    I titled my head to see movement among the thick cracks in the ceiling, and my blood ran cold when something emerged from the darkness. 
 
    Venus flytraps with oval heads appeared, and the trap parts were black with red flecks all over. Actual fucking teeth stuck out of their open jaws, and globs of thick drool fell down and rained onto my head. Thick, veiny stalks slid out with wet noises that made my skin crawl as the deadly plants slowly crept out of the ceiling. 
 
    Then one of them let out a blood-curdling scream, and I knew I was about to enter the deadliest fight of my life.
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 Chapter 9 
 
    I lost count of how many of the evil plants wormed their way out of the ceiling. Their thick stalks were coated with transparent goop, and drool poured out of their open mouths. Each one began to scream in a horrifying symphony as they swung down as much as their stalks would let them. 
 
    Four of the plants were directly above us, and there was no time for any kind of planning. 
 
    “Look out!” I yelled to Tala as the flytraps flew down with their mouths hanging open. 
 
    I stumbled backward slightly as I swung my mallet with all the force I could muster and felt the crunch as I connected with one of the plants. The flytrap shuddered as my weapon collided with its open jaw and sent a rainstorm of teeth and saliva down on me. I shivered with horror but felt a rush of pride as the plant went limp from my first hit. 
 
    But the only option in this room was to keep moving and fighting. 
 
    Tala leaped at two of the plants at once, and she seemed to have activated full-on badass eidolon mode. Her golden fur looked so ghostly as she hurtled upward, but there was nothing but solid fury to her teeth and claws. One paw swiped directly into a flytrap’s face and pulled from the top, down to the bottom.  
 
    Shreds of membrane peeled off to reveal horrific, pulsing muscle as the beast howled and recoiled. 
 
    I swung my mallet at the wounded fucker and smirked as I pounded it right in the center of its oval head. The beast went flying backward so harshly that it splattered against the ceiling, and a rainstorm of goop trickled down from it. 
 
    Tala’s jaw had already clamped down onto her second victim’s stalk by the time I spun around again. Her powerful fangs smashed into the thick rope so brutally that the flytrap’s huge head snapped downward and hung by a thread once Tala let go. The face still screeched and drooled until Tala swiped two paws down it at once. Shredded bits of membrane and muscle fell like confetti as the beast was finally silent. 
 
    One more plant was in our immediate area, and I swung my mallet upward as it shot down toward me. It was the most brutal hit I had managed with the weapon yet, and it struck the beast so violently that its wide head snapped in half. Both sides of its head broke apart and fell down around my mallet, and I groaned in horror as the wet flesh hit my shoulders and slopped to the ground. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I spun around to see that none of the other plants could quite reach us. There were dozens more of them, but they could only swing down to the section of ground directly below them. That gave us a good few feet of safety to recover before we moved on toward the door. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed as I wiped goop from my brow. “This is insane.” 
 
    Tala’s eyes scanned the route straight to the door and flicked her tail menacingly. She stood tall as plant gunk dripped from her fangs, and she looked every inch the powerful warrior she was. 
 
    “We’re going to have to kill tons of these fuckers,” I said. “But if we keep going in a straight line, then we can take them group by group.” 
 
    A rush of warmth told me that Tala agreed with my strategy, which was a major compliment coming from the experienced warrior. It felt like we were a real team as we caught our breath and looked out at the deadly path we would have to take.  
 
    My ears rang from the manic screeches of the plants, but I was high on adrenaline from our first kills.  
 
    “We just need to stick together,” I said. “I’ve got your back, okay?” 
 
    The ghostly eidolon growled in agreement as she braced herself to jump. I knew that many adventurers would have fallen before me in this room, but I was going to get out alive. 
 
    “Just keep going straight,” I said as I adjusted the grip on my mallet. “We only need to kill the ones that can reach us. Ready?” 
 
    Tala sent me a rush of pure energy that told me she was eager to get back to slaughtering these fuckers. 
 
    “Then let’s do this,” I muttered, and we both strode forward at the same time.  
 
    The Venus flytraps snapped their jaws as two more swung toward us from their cracks in the ceiling. I grunted with the effort as I swung my mallet violently into the one on the left. The weapon smashed into the side of the plant’s head, and petals went flying into the air. 
 
    I sent another hit under the flytrap’s oval face and felt the sickening crunch as it died from the impact. Tala leaped onto the other plant and snapped her jaw down onto the top of its head. She viciously tore a chunk of flesh off the flytrap’s skull and spat it out before she swiped her claws. The curved talons struck the fucker right across the face and left it hanging limply as thick gunk oozed from each wound. 
 
    “Nice!” I yelled. “Let’s keep going!” 
 
    We took another few steps and made sure to stick with our straight route.  
 
    Three flytraps all attacked at once, and my arms burned as I swung my mallet with every ounce of strength I had. My weapon brutally smacked into one plant so hard that it then smashed into the one beside it. Both flytraps went swinging as they screeched, and I waited for them to fall back like a pendulum.  
 
    My second hit was even more violent and knocked the first plant’s head clean off the stalk before it smashed into the other beast. 
 
    The second flytrap’s head became nothing more than pulp as it rained down in meaty chunks to the floor. 
 
    Then Tala growled as she flung her whole body up to the flytrap that came down to meet her. She embedded every claw into its face as she bit down to where the head met the stalk. One brutal bite chomped down hard enough for the plant to be decapitated. The thick head fell down, and Tala neatly landed on her feet with a bloodthirsty glint in her icy eyes.  
 
    “You fucking badass!” I hissed. “We’re almost there!” 
 
    We took a second to assess the next move, and there was just one more cluster of flytraps that we would need to battle through. Four of the fuckers wiggled around menacingly as they snapped their jaws at us. I knew it would just take one bite for us to be in serious danger. 
 
    There were plants snapping just a few feet away on either side, and one stumble could send us falling into their path. But balance was one of my strongest skills thanks to rock climbing, and my eidolon was all the encouragement I needed to keep going. 
 
    “Bring it on, fuckers!” I yelled, and I could have sworn Tala shot me an amused smirk. 
 
    But her teeth were quickly bared again when we approached the last four plants, and I took aim for the two on the left.  
 
    My mallet moved like lightning as I swung directly into the first plant’s head. I caught it right at the bottom of its jaw and broke the bottom of its skull clean off. The lower part of its face flew to the ground and left the creature with the top half oozing horribly.  
 
    I finished the job with another swipe of my weapon and grinned as I hit the second fucker in the same swing. 
 
    Both plants went limp as a tidal wave of thick goo shot into my face, and I groaned with disgust as I hurriedly wiped it off. Then I spun around to see Tala had already bitten the face clean off one of her prey and had moved onto the second. She slammed a clawed paw into its face to block it from biting her as she chomped down on its stalk.  
 
    The flytrap shuddered as it died, but I saw another move out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    A creak came from the ceiling as the plant managed to push itself out by a few more inches and lunged right for Tala. The wolf still had her jaw embedded in the stalk as I jumped forward with my mallet raised.  
 
    Then I smashed my weapon right into the open mouth of the attacking flytrap and hit right into the back of its head. The plant’s skull burst apart from the brutal smash, and it exploded like a mucus pinata. 
 
    A deafening screech filled the room as the remaining flytraps retreated back into the ceiling. But the one I had just destroyed shuddered despite it being almost dead. Then the plant gagged as something fell out of its mouth and plopped onto the ground. The flytrap went limp as I stared down at the pus-covered sack that had fallen from its disgusting jaw. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I frowned as I stared at the congealed mass of red and yellow slime. 
 
    Tala stared at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read as warmth flooded through our bond. Then the entire room began to shake, and the exit door lifted open.  
 
    I grabbed the gross pouch and tried not to drop it as sticky goop covered my hand. We raced through the open doorway and only got a couple of steps before it slammed shut again. 
 
    The door behind us sealed up, but sunlight flooded at our feet as we stood in a tiny room with the exit to the jungle. Bright colors and sticky heat waited for us as my chest rose and fell quickly. I was covered in plant gunk, and every muscle in my limbs ached. It took a moment for me to catch my breath, and I looked down at the mucus ball in my hand. 
 
    “Fucking nasty,” I muttered as I placed it onto the ground. “I need a minute to recover before I open this. I’m hoping the artifact is in here, and I haven’t just carried a flytrap’s vomit out with me.” 
 
    I looked at Tala and saw a new expression on her ghostly face. Her wolf features had somehow softened, and the connection between us felt like buzzing electricity. She took a slow step and sniffed my hand before she gently nuzzled against it. 
 
    I realized then that she was thanking me. 
 
    It was gratitude that was pulsing through our connection between master and eidolon.  
 
    Then she quickly stood back and regained her warrior stance, but I couldn’t stop grinning at the display of closeness. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” I said with a wave of my hand. “You save my ass, I save your ass. Should we see what’s in this thing?” 
 
    Tala sniffed the sack eagerly as I pulled out my new dagger and crouched to the ground. There was a putrid smell of bad breath and shit coming from it, and I scrunched up my face as I tore apart the thick mucus. The sensation of ripping the coating away was wildly unpleasant, but I didn’t care when I saw what was inside the sack. 
 
    A glowing stone sat inside the gunk, and I carefully reached in and took it out. The rock was bright white with flecks of green, red, and blue throughout that sparkled in the sun when I moved it. I had never seen anything like it before, and I was fairly certain it wasn’t any kind of gem that existed on Earth. 
 
    “Whoa!” I whistled as I admired the stone. “This thing is beautiful! Do you think it’s valuable?” 
 
    Tala nodded as she sniffed the rock, and we shared a moment of admiring it together. The sunlight from the exit door caught in the gem and sent beams of light dancing in every direction, and Tala’s ghostly coat looked like a rainbow as the light shone straight through her. 
 
    “So,” I sighed after a while. “That was fucking awesome. My second temple was successfully completed thanks to my partner!” 
 
    I felt a jolt of shock from Tala as she stared at me, and her ears twitched adorably.  
 
    “Is there another town nearby that we could explore?” I asked. “I feel high from that thrill, and I’m desperate to see more of Fablewild. Besides, I think I should sell this thing. I don’t think this element exists on Earth, and I’m curious to see what I can get in exchange for it here.” 
 
    The warm rush of confirmation shot through my veins before Tala gently nudged the ring on my finger.  
 
    “You want to go back in?” I asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    My eidolon nodded sincerely, and I knew it was the safest way to get back through the jungle. It was becoming clear to me just how far people would go to have their own spirit warrior, and I would not risk losing her. 
 
    “Okay.” I smiled as I got to my feet with the rock in my hand. “Thanks for everything today. I appreciate it all.” 
 
    The warmth that rushed through my body was more powerful than any feeling we had shared before. It felt like I had been plunged into a hot bath that comforted every one of my aching muscles.  
 
    That feeling of pure gratitude stayed with me as I flicked my wrist, and Tala’s ghostly form danced into glowing mist. The powerful wolf was sucked back into the ruby, but I didn’t feel alone once she had vanished. Our connection was stronger than ever after our second temple raid together, and I could feel her directions so clearly as she urged me to head back outside. 
 
    I smiled as I hurried out into the greenery and took a deep breath of fresh air. The sticky heat was pleasant enough as a mild breeze blew, and the sun lit up the colors around me. I glanced back to see bugs still crawling over every inch of the building, and I seemed to have come out the opposite end of where I went in.  
 
    The back door of the temple promptly swung shut after I stepped out and left behind a solid wall of insects. 
 
    “So fucking gross,” I chuckled as I dislodged more plant goo from my hair. “Okay, lead the way!” 
 
    Tala’s confident guidance led me back into the thick of the black-and-purple jungle, and the drooping branches rustled as colorful birds hopped over the dark wood. 
 
    Some of the creatures had curved beaks so long that they drooped right past their small bodies. I suspected they were to get bugs wedged inside trees, and I knew I would never get bored of exploring this land.  
 
    The purple thorns in the trees became shorter and less frequent as we moved further away from the temple. I was glad to not encounter any more leaping snakes, and I managed to avoid treading on any of the thick worms that oozed around my feet. 
 
    Some neon yellow mushrooms glowed at the roots of some trees and pulsed slightly like they were breathing. There was so much to take in that I was only snapped out of my trance when I heard faint footsteps nearby. 
 
    I grabbed my dagger as I stood still and tried to work out which direction the noise had come from.  
 
    Then voices carried through the branches, and I spun around to see three young people emerge from the jungle. They looked a few years younger than me and all had an array of blades on their belts. There were two guys and a girl, and their eyes widened when they saw me. One of the men was blindingly blond with a lanky frame, and the other was much shorter and stockier with a shaved head. The girl was very slight with fiery red hair pulled back in a tight braid. They all wore dark pants and shirts with spike-covered boots, and I knew I had just run into some young adventurers.  
 
    I eyed them warily to see if they would launch an attack, but their faces lit up as they hurried over. 
 
    “Another adventurer!” the blond man said happily. “Whoa! You’re covered in shit.” 
 
    “Did you just complete the temple?” the girl gasped as her hazel eyes flickered over my stained clothes.  
 
    “Yeah.” I smiled. “It was fucking deadly.” 
 
    The young group gasped as they exchanged excited glances, and the girl clapped. 
 
    “Are you serious?” the blond guy asked in awe. “Did you approach from east or west?” 
 
    “Maybe it was south,” the dark-haired guy said quietly as he studied me. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” the girl said with a roll of her eyes. “It wasn’t south… was it?” 
 
    The three kids stared at me for an answer I had no idea how to give. It was disorientating enough to navigate the jungle without thinking about which direction I had approached the temple from, and why the hell did it matter? I didn’t want to show my complete confusion, so I shrugged casually. 
 
    “Hard to say,” I said. “I barely remember anything before going inside and dealing with the traps.” 
 
    “It’s after noon,” the girl said as she glanced at the sky. “He would be dead if he came from the south.” 
 
    I was completely confused but tried not to let it show on my face. 
 
    “You must be headed to Amerd, yeah?” the girl barreled on. “Can we walk with you? We were on our way to the temple to scout it out, but I want to hear your stories muuuch more!” 
 
    “We left too late,” the blond guy sighed. “I knew we should have set off before sunrise.” 
 
    “At least we made it this far,” the dark-haired guy grunted. “Those scorpions were worse than anything we could find in the temple.” 
 
    He spat on the ground while the girl shuddered as if they had all just remembered something traumatic. 
 
    “We can walk the trail tomorrow,” the blond guy said firmly. “You know how much more deadly this jungle gets as the day goes on.” 
 
    I felt on edge as I glanced around the land that I clearly knew so little about. Winning my way through the temple might have given me a false sense of security, and I had to remind myself that I knew nothing about the levels of danger that lived outside the stone walls. 
 
    “Let’s go,” the girl said brightly. “We’ll walk with you to the city and hear all your stories!” 
 
    I was hesitant as I slipped my ringed hand into my pocket. It didn’t seem like any of them had spotted it yet, but I remembered what Razz had said about glory hunters. Then again, all three of these kids were about my brother’s age, and they looked at me with nothing but pure excitement. 
 
    I had been told that there were plenty of young adventurers, and maybe they just wanted some time with someone older. They had no idea that I was a newbie and probably just wanted to hear all about the traps. Razz had shown kindness to me, so it looked like it was my turn to pass it on to some younger folk. 
 
    “Let’s get going, I guess,” I said. 
 
    The group all looked thrilled to have my company, and we started to head back the direction where they had appeared from. 
 
    “I love meeting other adventurers,” the blond guy said as his lanky arms swung wildly by his side. “I’m Mack, by the way. This is Daisy, and that’s Gorn.” 
 
    The bald guy nodded solemnly, but the girl nodded so enthusiastically that her braid went swinging. 
 
    “I’m Colton.” I smiled. “How long have you guys been adventuring together?” 
 
    “Only a few months,” Mack said. “But we’ve been obsessed with it forever! I bet you’ve been doing it for years, right?” 
 
    “Actually,” I chuckled. “This is only my second temple. It went well.” 
 
    Daisy’s mouth fell open, and Mack’s face paled as he looked me up and down. Gorn looked quietly impressed as he raised bushy eyebrows and shot me an approving glance. 
 
    “Your second?” he grunted in a deep voice. “So, you probably didn’t actually complete it? You just scouted the outside?” 
 
    I reached into my backpack and grabbed the rock, and Daisy shrieked with excitement. 
 
    “Nooo way!” Mack gasped. “You got all the way through to the artifact?” 
 
    “That’s a solid lump of mistcoal,” Gorn said slowly. “That’ll go for loads at the market.” 
 
    “There’s no chance that’s an eastern path reward,” Mac said enthusiastically. “You had to at least have approached from the north for that!” 
 
    My blatant confusion clearly failed to be concealed as Daisy raised a suspicious eyebrow. 
 
    “You don’t know about path finding?” she asked slowly. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Uh,” I said as I cleared my throat. “Like I said, I’m new to this.” 
 
    “Even more reason why you should know about it!” Daisy cried. “Did none of the older adventurers mentor you at all?” 
 
    I kept quiet as we trekked through the never-ending labyrinth of trees to try and learn as much as I could without saying anything wrong. These kids seemed good-hearted and willing to share their knowledge, but I didn’t want to freak them out by seeming to be too much of an outsider. 
 
    “You have a lot to learn,” Daisy sighed as she gave me a sympathetic look. “Whoever showed you the ropes could probably tell you were skilled already, but they should have given you the tricks of the trade.” 
 
    “We can head to the tavern and explain everything,” Mack said. “But we should go to the market first thing to make sure you have as many buyer options as possible.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Daisy said hurriedly. “Almost there!” 
 
    The young kids practically ran toward the sound of voices, and I sprinted along with them until we reached the edge of the jungle. All of the drooping trees ended right next to a towering stone wall. I figured that most of these jungle towns had them to protect them from the wild shit that lurked among the trees. 
 
    But as we walked around to the front gates, I could tell that this was a much bigger place than Steelgate. The gateway to Amerd was locked and closed with a towering fence made of iron, and my new friends waved to a guard positioned high up on the wall before the entrance opened up for us. 
 
    I walked inside to see a whole city laid out before me. The main street we were on was paved with orange cobbles down the middle, but well-tended grass grew along the house fronts. It was as if people had their gardens right along the street, and towering sunflowers crept up the side of the walls. 
 
    Some stores sat with their doors open to welcome people in, and we passed a packed florist and bakery at the top of the street. The smell of hot sugar and lavender wafted out to create a delicious scent that carried on down the wide road. 
 
    Then the street curved off into three forks, and the young adventurers kept going straight down the middle. Excited cheers and waves followed us, but I couldn’t help noticing the young folk weren’t getting quite the same buzz that Razz had. They were definitely still admired and respected, but it was clear that the older woman had earned her stripes among the people. 
 
    I figured that it would take a few successful raid stories before you became a real legend. 
 
    “We’ll go straight for the market,” Mack said happily. “I know you must be desperate to find out what that chunk of mistcoal can get you!” 
 
    “Remember,” Daisy said seriously. “Don’t go with your first offer. You always have to shop around to see what you can get.” 
 
    “Good advice.” I grinned, and Tala sent me a gentle agreement to signal that she approved. 
 
    It almost felt like she was strolling alongside us, and I wished she was out in her true form. I missed both the human and wolf versions of Tala already.  
 
    But the sights of the city were amazing enough to distract me. A horse and cart trotted down the street, but the animal was twice as big as any I had seen on Earth. The weirdest thing about it, though, was the fact it had no fur. Instead, it had tanned skin like one of those weird cats. 
 
    I figured it must be to help regulate its temperature in the heat of the jungle while it worked. The cart that rolled by had one young guy on it who was carefully watching wooden crates stacked up high, and they smelled of lemon when they passed. 
 
    We finally reached the entrance to the marketplace, and it was three times the size of the one I had seen in Steelgate. The layout was very organized with each line of stalls having the same distance between them. A wide path led down the middle, and it was hard to know which way to look first. 
 
    “We should head further back,” Gorn said gruffly. “That’s where the good buyers and sellers are.” 
 
    I followed the young kids who seemed to know exactly where they were going, and we strolled deeper into the market. 
 
    The people here were much more varied than the ones I had met in Steelgate, and it made sense that a bigger city would have more species. 
 
    I wished I could ask what type of creature everyone was, and I made a mental note to ask Tala once we got back to Earth. There were a lot of people who had glistening skin that shifted color every time they moved under the sunlight. They all had bald heads and were weirdly beautiful, even if very alien looking. 
 
    Another race were only just humanoid, but they stood at four feet tall and had scales running along patches of their pale flesh. I tried not to stare too much as we walked through the stalls, and I felt a hint of amusement from Tala. 
 
    “Here!” Daisy said as she pointed to one of the tables. “Let’s see what they offer you!” 
 
    She led us to one of the bigger stalls of the market that was crammed full of an assortment of different objects. There were pocket watches, chunks of gold, and an array of hunting knives of various sizes. The man behind the stall had a gaunt face and a pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth. His red waistcoat was covered in different pins, and he gave us a friendly wink when we stopped at his table. 
 
    “What’s this, then?” he chuckled. “The young adventurers have recruited another member of their party?” 
 
    “Colton isn’t with us,” Mack said. “Well, he is for now. But I mean he completed the temple by himself.” 
 
    The stall owner’s eyes lit up when he heard that, and I could see a few others out of the corner of my eye turning round to listen. 
 
    “Well, then,” the man said as he rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see what you have to show for it!” 
 
    I pulled out the mistcoal from my bag, and the man’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “I know this is worth a lot,” I said firmly. “I’m shopping around for the best price.” 
 
    “Clever lad,” the stall owner chuckled as he carefully took the rock. “This is a seriously impressive artifact you’ve got.” 
 
    He spent some time admiring it while other shoppers gathered around to watch. 
 
    “How about this,” he said after a moment. “I’ll give you two gold bars, a watch, and two knives.” 
 
    I was excited to hear the offer of multiple items for the rock, but I felt a warning pull from Tala. None of my new friends looked overly thrilled about the offer, so it looked like it was time to see what else I could get. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I took the rock back. “I might come back if I don’t get anything better.” 
 
    “You won’t,” the man said firmly. “Might as well just sell right now.” 
 
    “Don’t try and undersell an adventurer!” an older woman said with horror beside me. “Young man, you take that a few stalls down to Hoppy. He’s an honest one, he’ll give you a fair price.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask who Hoppy was, but the woman and stall owner started to bicker with each other. 
 
    “Come on,” Daisy said. “She’s right. That was a shitty offer.” 
 
    We marched down the row and stopped four stalls down, and it became very clear who Hoppy was. He was a middle-aged man who had the longest legs I had ever seen. They came up to my chest and were wildly out of proportion with the rest of his body. 
 
    “He’s a gatherer,” Daisy hissed as she watched my shocked expression. “Have you never met one before? Long legs that can jump up to gather the freshest fruit?” 
 
    Hoppy’s face was kind, and his skin had a faint tint of green to it. His stall was also a wonderland of weapons and gold that was three times the size of the first guy’s stall. 
 
    “Young adventurers.” Hoppy smiled. “What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Colton just raided the Sting Temple,” Mack said excitedly, and I was grateful to learn the name of the building at last. 
 
    I showed the tall man my artifact, and he whistled as he gently took it from my hands. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he muttered as he held it to the light. “This is the biggest chunk of mistcoal I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    I examined Hoppy’s wares as he muttered to himself, and I was blown away by the weapons he had on display. Everything looked like it had been made from precious gems and the finest steel.  
 
    The daggers and knives all had amethyst handles with blades so sharp that they glistened under the sun. There were two stunning crossbows made from bronze, and I smiled as I leaned in close. I had done some archery for fun when I was younger, and the thought of being able to shoot a weapon in Fablewild was seriously tempting. My gun didn’t work in temples, but a crossbow bolt would be amazing for long-distance attacks. 
 
    There was also a sword that had emeralds encrusted into the handle just like the ones on my goblet. It was pretty clear that Hoppy was a legit seller, and I instantly trusted him more than the first guy we had stopped at. 
 
    “Okay,” the tall man said as he set the stone down on his stall. “I won’t lie to you, this thing is seriously valuable. My great-uncle was an adventurer, and I will never try to undersell someone I admire so much. You’re clearly a very powerful young man.” 
 
    His eyes flickered down to my finger for just a second, and I knew he had spotted what the young adventurers still hadn’t.  
 
    “So?” Daisy asked excitedly. “What can he get?” 
 
    “This is my offer,” Hoppy said as he eyed his table. “Six bars of gold, a bag of my finest gems, and a crossbow. Best weapons in the market.” 
 
    I tried to stop my jaw from dropping as I glanced at my new friends, and they looked equally as excited.  
 
    “Do it!” Mack said urgently. “Hoppy’s gems and weapons are the best for miles! I’ve always wanted to try out those crossbows.” 
 
    The young adventurer stared wistfully at the weapons, and I felt a rush of agreement from Tala. If my eidolon knew it was a good bargain, then that was all the confirmation I needed. 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got a deal.” I grinned, and Hoppy shook my hand firmly. 
 
    He crouched down and pulled a leather pouch from behind his table and carefully opened it up. Then he laid it down on the table so we could see what he was putting inside. The tall man then produced a silk bag and pulled at the opening to show it to us. It was filled with what looked like quality emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds so bright that they blinded me under the sun. 
 
    “Niiice,” Mack muttered with a nod. “Those are some good gems!” 
 
    Hoppy slid the silk inside the leather before he carefully counted the gold bars. He even wrapped them individually in clean handkerchiefs before he slipped them into the leather bag.  
 
    “Now,” he said. “I believe you are a worthy owner of the crossbow I’ve been saving. It never felt right to just leave it out on the market.” 
 
    He crouched down again and took some time unlocking a padlock on a wooden crate before he pulled out another crossbow. This one looked to be made entirely of a silver-colored metal with tiny amethysts dotted along the top. 
 
    “Would you like to hold it before you decide?” Hoppy asked in what felt like a hinting sort of way, and I nodded with some confusion. 
 
    Then he handed me the weapon, and a message instantly appeared in front of me the second it was in my hands. 
 
    It was the same style as the one that had appeared when I touched my eidolon ring in the Emerald Temple, but the text was a startling white color, and it seemed like no one around me was seeing it except me. 
 
    My body tingled with excitement at the words I saw hovering before me: 
 
    Charmed Crossbow of the Mist Hare Eidolon.
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 Chapter 10 
 
    I stared at the white text for a moment until I was certain that nobody else could see it. Then it vanished as quickly as it had appeared. 
 
    I remembered Tala telling me about the color of her mana, and how the text above her ring had been red to match it. That must mean this Mist Hare Eidolon had white mana. 
 
    Which was yet another weird reminder of how similar this world was with games I had played in the past, and I wished I could meet the hare to see how her personality differed from my own eidolon. 
 
    “Take it,” Hoppy said gently, and I realized I still just had one hand on the weapon. 
 
    The man’s eyes glinted with a secret kind of excitement, and I suddenly appreciated how subtle he’d been about all this. 
 
    He’d given no indication to anyone around us that I was a man who might appreciate a weapon tied to an eidolon. 
 
    I nodded slightly, quickly took the crossbow, and admired the glistening silver from each angle. It couldn’t have been made of pure silver like we had on Earth because the weight didn’t check out to me, but there was a beautiful symbol etched onto the bottom side of the weapon, and I knew instantly it must be the sign of the Mist Hare Eidolon. It was a set of jagged lines encased in a triangle with tiny dots all around it.  
 
    But why had the message appeared when I didn’t possess that eidolon? Was I supposed to just collect as many eidolon-related items as possible? 
 
    I had assumed the very first message had been something all adventurers saw when they came into contact with one of the rings, but maybe this whole world really was like a video game. Maybe I was supposed to gradually advance from one level to the next, one eidolon to another. 
 
     I didn’t understand how this crossbow could be linked to an eidolon, either. Was the spirit in question supposed to use it somehow? The image of a ghostly rabbit firing a crossbow seemed too wild to even consider, but then again, this world was fucking wild in so many ways. 
 
    I had so many questions for Tala, but I decided I wanted to keep this crossbow until I had the answers. Even without the mysterious message, it was still a badass weapon. 
 
    “You’ve got yourself a deal.” I grinned as I admired the amethysts on the crossbow. “I assume you’re providing bolts, too?” 
 
    A rush of what felt like pride came from Tala, and it was so intense that I almost dropped the weapon from surprise. 
 
    “Of course,” Hoppy chuckled as he grabbed a leather quiver. “Ten of them that were originally crafted for the weapon.” 
 
    He handed me the quiver, along with a harness for carrying the crossbow, and then slid the pouch toward me as well. Mack eagerly patted me on the back while I hefted everything away into my pack. I felt on top of the fucking world after successfully selling the mistcoal that I had fought for my life to get. 
 
    This trading in artifacts setup was seriously cool, and based on the bars of gold and the bag of gems, it seemed I really had a lucrative opportunity at my feet. 
 
    Holy shit, I could be rich in no time if I kept this up. 
 
    Well… if I lived through enough temples, that is. 
 
    “Colton,” Mack said eagerly. “You must be starving! Shall we go and get some lunch? If you want, that is.” 
 
    The young man’s face was illuminated with admiration as he watched me, and I felt like saying no would be like kicking a puppy.  
 
    “That sounds awesome.” I smiled. “Thanks, Hoppy. I hope you sell the mistcoal for a good price.” 
 
    “I will,” the tall man chuckled. “But I’m not even sure if I want to part with it, it’s so beautiful!” 
 
    We left him to admire his artifact and made our way back through the endless stalls. The young adventurers excitedly talked about my new weapon as I wondered how much the gold and gems would sell for back home. The gold alone was sure as hell weighing down my pack at the moment, so I figured it had to be enough to add another month’s rent into my savings? 
 
    At the very least, I’d just bought myself more time off from the everyday grind of my earth life. 
 
    “Let’s go to the tavern,” Daisy said. “I don’t want market food.” 
 
    “So picky,” Mack sighed, and the young girl slapped him on the arm. 
 
    We walked past the last row of stalls and found ourselves among the bustling city center. There were thriving shops with lines to get inside, and it was clear that this part of Fablewild was doing better economically than most places I had ever visited on Earth. Tall buildings rose up above us, and I craned my neck to see many of them were single turrets that had clothes lines tied between them.  
 
    Kids raced around the streets screaming happily, potted flowers had grown so tall that they snaked around door frames, and the whole city was alive with color and noise. 
 
    I could feel Tala’s contentment inside the ring as I tried to admire every detail possible on our walk.  
 
    Then we stopped at a building that had stained-glass windows, an open front door, and lively music spilling out from inside. I couldn’t read what the sign said, but it was obvious that we had reached the tavern. 
 
    Daisy led the way inside, and a glorious smell of spices met me as I followed her. The inner walls of the tavern were covered in snaking vines that were dotted with purple flowers. Several small birds had nested on some of the thicker plants and seemed oblivious to the noise around them.  
 
    There was a wide bar made of dark wood at the far end of the room, and dozens of round tables stationed all around us. People scooped hot food out of bowls and sipped overflowing tankards as one of the rainbow-skinned men played the flute in the corner. 
 
    We found a table near the back and had barely sat down when a stout woman hurried over with a full tray. 
 
    “It’s been a while since our young adventurers have been in!” she said with a warm smile. “You better fuel yourselves up!” 
 
    She then set plates piled with warm bread and jam, fruit, and strips of meat down along with tankards full of beer.  
 
    Damn, the perks of being an adventurer were awesome and felt well deserved after fighting for my life throughout each room. 
 
    “You have to tell us everything,” Daisy said as she picked up a handful of pink berries. “We’ve heard deadly tales about that temple. Did you have to face the bug room?” 
 
    “Bug room?” I frowned. “What do you mean? The walls were covered in bugs on the outside?” 
 
    “Nah,” Gorn grunted. “It’s one of the rooms inside. All these huge bugs swarm you, and you have to try and get to all the different keys before they bite you to death.” 
 
    I took a sip of my beer to try and work out if I had somehow managed to skip a whole room, but I didn’t see how that would be possible. 
 
    “I never saw that one,” I said slowly. “Who told you this?” 
 
    “Another guy who completed the temple,” Mack said. “But it was months ago that we saw him.” 
 
    “How come I didn’t see that room?” I asked, and the young adventurers exchanged confused looks. 
 
    “Because there are endless paths to choose, of course,” Daisy said. “And each one inside changes its tasks for every adventurer. Did you really not know that?” 
 
    “How are you so good at this?” Mack asked. “But you know so little? You must have grown up in one of the towns that never had many visits from adventurers, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded as I hoped that was enough to satisfy their curiosity. 
 
    “That is amazing,” Daisy said with wide eyes. “You had to journey through other jungles to even get here? How did you survive that when you’re so new to this? The jungles alone take almost as many adventurers as the temples do…” 
 
    “You were born to do this,” Mack breathed. “Adventurers usually train for months in their own temple before they even think about traveling to distant ones.” 
 
    The awe of my new friends hung in the air as I tried to politely smile my way out of more questions. I didn’t want their amazement to turn to suspicion. 
 
    “It was tricky.” I nodded as I cleared my throat. “So the temple really changes what you’ll encounter on each path all the time?” 
 
    “Every time.” Mack nodded as he picked up his tankard. “That’s how adventurers are able to spend their whole lives trying and trying at the temples. They’d run out if you could only do it once!” 
 
    “We need to teach him about path finding,” Daisy said as she sipped her drink. “Remember he doesn’t even know the basics!” 
 
    “Allow me,” Mack said seriously as he cleared his throat. “Path finding is all about deciding which kind of challenge you want. The route and traps you end up with vary depending on which direction you approach the temple from, and what time of day it is.” 
 
    I stared in stunned silence at the young adventurer as I realized just how complex this system was. It really was like a game. You could use strategy to plan the outcome of your raid, and I felt like I had just leveled up by learning this information. 
 
    “East is easiest,” Daisy said as she tightened her braided hair. “When I say easiest, you could still die an extremely bloody death. There’s just very slightly less chance of it.” 
 
    “The traps are the worst from the west.” Mack nodded. “They will be either highly complex or just extremely brutal.” 
 
    “Adventurers get ripped limb from limb pretty commonly on the western paths,” Gorn said solemnly. “We’re planning to do another handful of eastern pathways before we move northeast.” 
 
    “We’ll get there.” Daisy nodded determinedly. “Oh! Don’t forget that the earlier in the day you go, the easier it will usually be.” 
 
    “You guys really know your stuff,” I observed. 
 
    “Yeah, I just know we’re going to become legendary adventurers,” Mack sighed with a huge smile. “Maybe we’ll even find a Grand Temple one day.” 
 
    Gorn snorted and shook his head, but Daisy’s eyes widened in awe. 
 
    I rubbed my head as I tried to keep up with the tidal wave of information being flung at me. There was no way I could ask what a Grand Temple was without it becoming completely obvious that I had no idea how any of Fablewild worked. But it was obvious that there were more than just different pathways, there were actually different levels of temples. 
 
    I made a mental note to bring this up with Tala later. 
 
    “Well… at least there are multiple artifacts to win in each temple,” I said as I leaned back in my chair, and I hoped it wasn’t too obvious that I was searching for information. 
 
    Based on all I’d heard, this sounded like it was the case, but I wasn’t certain. 
 
    “Endless supplies of treasures for anyone who braves it to the end,” Daisy giggled and clapped her hands. “Isn’t it glorious? That’s why this job can make you one of the richest people in Fablewild.” 
 
    “Well,” Gorn scoffed. “Nearly. Not as wealthy as the old money families.” 
 
    “They don’t count,” Daisy said with a roll of her eyes. “They’re basically born with gold growing out of their ears!” 
 
    I didn’t want to ask any more questions that would show just how much of an outsider I really was, but it sounded like there were families born into wealth in Fablewild. And the most exciting thing was the fact that the temples were never going to run out of artifacts.  
 
    I had assumed each one had one prize to claim, but they were actually an endless treasure trove. 
 
    That meant I could win as many artifacts as I wanted, I just had to successfully make my way through the temples again and again. Now, I knew that the direction I approached would make a difference, too. That added a whole new level of planning to the raids. 
 
    My imagination ran wild as I pictured this becoming my full-time job. Could I really start paying my rent forever with the money I could get for artifacts? 
 
    I grinned as I drank back more of my ale, but then I noticed a subtle and steady stream of happiness was pulsing through me, and it took a second to realize it was coming from the ring, not just me. 
 
    Tala’s joy seeped into my own, and I wished more than anything that she was sitting with me at the table. It felt incredibly intimate to share that feeling of happiness with her in such an internal way. I had never had this kind of connection with a woman before, never mind a powerful warrior.  
 
    Tala was literally wrapped around my finger, and our bond was so strong that I suddenly couldn’t imagine life without her. I was convinced that our time together in the temple had bonded us just as much as when we were strolling around Earth. 
 
    And I never wanted that bond to break. I wanted to feel more and more of what the exotic, wild spirit had to share with me. 
 
    It took a while for me to come back to the present and realize that, while I had been basking in my growing bond with Tala, the young adventurers were excitedly discussing their next raid. 
 
    “I’m convinced we’ll be able to get through,” Mack said as he cut up a strip of meat. “The Shallow Temple is going to be ours!” 
 
    “Imagine if we went to the Hollow Temple,” Daisy said. “That’s supposed to be one of the hardest ones ever!” 
 
    “We would die before we got there,” Gorn said. “Getting through any of the foreign jungles is a feat in and of itself. Remember what happened to Dariun.” 
 
    A morbid silence fell over the table as the kids looked down at their drinks. 
 
    “He was another young adventurer,” Mack said as he glanced at me. “Just a bit older than us with loads of potential. He had already completed one temple when he got taken down in the jungle traveling between cities.” 
 
    “A Shadow Mover,” Daisy breathed. “He walked right into its den and didn’t notice until it was too late.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” I said gently. 
 
    “It’s what people forget,” Gorn said as he shook his head. “They are so focused on the traps and challenges ahead in the temple that they forget about the dangers that lurk all around them. There are things in these jungles that would make trolls shit their pants.” 
 
    I shuddered as I pictured a beast that would terrify those bumpy-skinned fuckers. The young adventurers were making me realize that the deadly aspects of raids began long before the temple doors. I had been cautious in the jungles, but I clearly needed to up that awareness.  
 
    “But lots of people don’t fall to the jungle,” Mack said with what sounded like an attempt to lighten the mood. “If you’re skilled, strong, and smart, then you can conquer anything out there.” 
 
    “I know,” Daisy sighed as she sat back and looked at me. “Maybe one day we’ll be as skilled as Colton. I would kill to raid a foreign temple in those far-off lands!” 
 
    “You would have to,” Mack said seriously. “I can’t even begin to imagine the dangers he’s fought against on his travels.” 
 
    The young adventurers stared at me silently for a moment, and that deep wonder still lingered in their eyes. I was starting to understand just how unheard of it was for a newbie to manage to battle through different jungles. They had lost a friend to the creatures that lurked out there, and I was determined to be more alert next time I stepped foot between the trees. 
 
    “Where will you try next?” Daisy asked as she leaned a little closer to me. 
 
    “I really don’t know,” I said truthfully. “It just depends on how far I end up traveling.” 
 
    “Are you going to stay the night here?” Mack asked at the same time as he shoveled bread into his mouth, and Daisy whacked him again for his impoliteness. 
 
    It was tempting to spend a night in the vibrant city, but I was keen to get back home and see Tala. There was so much I wanted to properly discuss with her in her human form, and I wanted to know if she felt the intensity of our connection, too. I hadn’t brought any spare clothes anyway, so I would need to pack more if I wanted an overnight trip. 
 
    “Not tonight,” I said. “I’ll actually be heading off pretty soon.” 
 
    “It’s been amazing spending time with you,” Mack sighed. “I can’t believe that was only your second raid! You’re going to be Fablewild’s next greatest adventurer!” 
 
    “It’s true,” Gorn said gruffly. “I can’t wait to hear about what you do next.” 
 
    I drained the last of my beer and took a moment to appreciate the relaxed vibe of the tavern. The music and happy voices created a welcoming atmosphere that was so far away from the deadly thrills of the temple. I felt like I was quickly falling in love with Fablewild. 
 
    But still, nothing here could keep me from eagerly wanting to see Tala with my own two eyes again. 
 
    My body already felt rested after just an hour of sitting in the tavern, but I knew I had to trek back into the jungle to be able to take out the portal box. Part of me wondered if I could open it in a private room of the tavern and miss out on the hike. But the possibility of fucking with the magic and ending up in Japan or something seemed too risky.  
 
    I would stick with my routine for now, and maybe I would learn more about how the portal worked in the future. 
 
    My new friends ordered themselves another round of drinks as I carefully picked up my crossbow. I slung it over my shoulder as I got to my feet and felt the burning in my calves resurface. 
 
    “Colton,” Mack said as he offered out a hand. “Thanks for spending time with us. It’s been an honor.” 
 
    “Likewise.” I grinned. “Good luck with your next raid, you guys will smash it.” 
 
    Their faces glowed with pride as I left them to their drinks and headed back through the noisy bar. The music had become more upbeat as people started to stomp their boots and sing. I reckoned that this was an awesome spot for some fun nightlife, and I hoped I would get to experience more of that side of Fablewild. 
 
    Cool air washed over me as I stepped back outside to see the sun just starting to make its way down in the sky. A slight breeze had picked up and made the sticky heat much more bearable. I made my way back through the market as most of the stall holders were closing up.  
 
    Hoppy had already gone for the evening, and I hoped he was as excited about our trade as I was. I was dying to try out the crossbow on my back, but I would need to wait until I found somewhere secluded when the daylight was at its peak. 
 
    Several people came up to me to shake my hand as I strolled down the street, and that rockstar feeling was at an all-time high. I could constantly sense Tala’s contentment through the ring, too, and it was honestly better than any gold or treasure imaginable. 
 
    If I could show her that not all adventurers would mistreat her, then I would consider that my greatest achievement.  
 
    The orange glow of the sky looked like a painting as I finally reached the gate, and the guard waved me through as it swung open. I glanced back at the city and hoped I would get to visit it again. The rules of the portal were chaotic, but I hoped I would stop nearby another time. 
 
    My walk back through the jungle was at double speed with Tala guiding me faster than my own markings ever could have. Her ability to steer me from within the ring felt like I had some kind of chip wired up straight to my brain.  
 
    I had to force myself to focus on the sounds around me rather than distracting myself with thoughts of how amazing this thing with Tala felt. The jungle didn’t care about my excitement, and I knew that venomous danger could lurk at any point. 
 
    But I needed to see her gorgeous face again. I needed to look into her icy eyes, and have her perfectly toned long legs strolling beside me again.  
 
    I finally started to recognize my surroundings among the thick thorns as the sun sank lower in the sky. Then Tala gave me a gentle sign that we had returned to our original spot, and I carefully took the portal box from my bag. The silver metal gleamed under the orange light as I checked that nobody had followed me. I stood still as I monitored the sounds of the jungle around me, but there was nothing but a dull chirp of birds nearby. 
 
    “Time to go home,” I sighed deeply as I ran a hand over the portal lid. “I can’t wait to talk to you.” 
 
    I glanced at the ring to see it glowed gently, and warmth washed through me as I braced myself before I flipped open the box. 
 
    The whirlwind felt just as brutal as the first time as light erupted all around me. Every bone in my body was flung around as my eyes stung. I held the box tightly and kept my arms against my body to hold onto my crossbow and bag. 
 
    Then I tumbled onto the grassy ground as it all stopped, and I managed to tumble forward to keep my new weapon safe. One of my wrists bent slightly as I broke my fall, but the hint of pain was nothing compared to what I had endured inside the temple.  
 
    I groaned as I pushed myself up to see I had beaten the sunset once again. The mountain was peaceful as I stood among the trees and checked every direction for lurking bears or snakes. But the only sound was very distant music that must have been from campers, and I could only hope that my hippy friends wouldn’t run into me again. 
 
    “We made it,” I breathed as I ran a hand through my hair. “Holy shit. Are you ready to come out?” 
 
    I practically held my breath as I waited for Tala’s reply, but she sent me a warm wave of confirmation that filled me with excitement. I flicked my wrist right away and grinned as the clearing glowed with ghostly light.  
 
    The beautiful woman emerged like the elegant spirit she was, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her as the tendrils of mist faded. 
 
    My heart beat fast as I stared at her, and her icy eyes bored into mine. She stood as strong as ever, but there was something new between us. A connection just as mind-blowing as when she was in wolf form, or even just inside the ring. 
 
    It was a tension I had never felt in my life, and it made my head spin with happiness. 
 
    But did Tala feel it? Or was this just how every master and eidolon connected? Was this the sensation that drove other adventurers mad with power? 
 
    I had a million questions, but I didn’t want Tala to feel obligated or uncomfortable. But the way she was staring at me really made me think she had the same feelings. 
 
    “We should start walking,” I said after a moment. “So we can get back home before the sun goes down.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Tala nodded as her beautiful eyes stayed locked with mine.  
 
    The tension between us was so insane that I couldn’t fathom being the only one that felt it. Everything about Tala felt closer to me, and I wished more than anything I could show her my affection physically. 
 
    Because holy shit, I wanted to. I wanted to be even closer to her than I was already, which almost seemed impossible, given how in tune I was with her already. But that closeness only made me want more and more of her.  
 
    That was probably a crazy idea, though. Plus, we had a mountain to trek down. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” I said as I cleared my throat. “Shit, I need to hide the crossbow. Walking around with this would be a great way to get visited by the cops.” 
 
    I pulled out my jacket and flung it over the weapon. It wasn’t the best disguise, but it would just look like a bulky pack to passersby. 
 
    I couldn’t do much about the mess of my clothes, but honestly, I’d seen some crunchy hikers around town who seemed to only shower like once a month, sooo I doubted it mattered too much. 
 
    We headed out of the trees and made our way down to begin the journey home. I reminded myself firmly that keeping Tala comfortable after years of abuse was more important than anything. We could talk about the connection another time when she was more secure with our dynamic. 
 
    “That temple was crazy,” I said eventually. “I hope I don’t see another snake for–” 
 
    “Can you feel this, too?” Tala asked as she stopped in her tracks and faced me. 
 
    I swung around to meet her gaze and found her face inches away from mine.  
 
    “Yes,” I said quietly. “It’s intense in the best way imaginable, but I wasn’t sure if it was… normal? Is this how you always feel with your masters?” 
 
    “I have never experienced this before,” the warrior said without blinking. “This is different to anything I’ve had with the others.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I grinned as relief flooded through me. “I feel like we’re closer than I ever thought could be possible. Not only as an eidolon and master, but ever. It’s like you’re… really mine.” 
 
    I felt my face flush as I spoke and hoped I hadn’t crossed a line. But Tala nodded slowly as she pushed her golden hair back. 
 
    “Our bond feels ancient,” she said huskily. “It’s purer than anything I’ve had before. Almost sacred.” 
 
    The world spun underneath me as the wind made Tala’s hair dance around her like a halo. 
 
    “It will be dark soon,” I breathed. “Come on, let’s keep going.” 
 
    We started to walk again, and I knew my words had been purely to distract myself from the insane lust that was fired up in my chest. Tala was the most unbelievably beautiful woman I had ever seen, and our connection just heightened my attraction to her.  
 
    But I took a breath and tried desperately to focus on just putting one foot in front of the other. I was grateful for the cooling air of the evening that stopped my face burning. 
 
    “The temple,” Tala said after a few minutes. “I can’t believe how well we worked inside it. You listened to me and protected me.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “You’re a crazy smart, badass, spirit warrior. I would be a fucking idiot not to listen to your advice, and I’ll always protect you.” 
 
    The warm sensation of Tala’s feelings flooded through me again. I glanced at her to see the most gorgeous smile resting on her plump lips, and I knew I was picking up on real feelings.  
 
    “It was really great.” Tala grinned as we hurried down the pathway. “To be fighting alongside someone who respects me. You have so much belief in my abilities, and it just turns our fighting into something… something amazing.” 
 
    “Those young adventurers mentioned a Grand Temple,” I said as I attempted to keep my mind off of how unbelievably strong my attraction to Tala was. “What exactly is that?” 
 
    “Those temples are very rare,” Tala said as she walked so close that our fingers almost touched. “Grand Temples are spiritual homes of eidolons. Each one is linked to a color of mana and holds traps and rewards linked to that specific magic.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I muttered. “Have you ever been to one?” 
 
    “Never,” Tala said softly. “They’re hidden in Fablewild for only the most advanced adventurers to seek out.” 
 
    Grand Temples sounded seriously cool, but nothing could distract me from the beautiful warrior who strode beside me. 
 
    The sun had almost vanished, and the coming dusk seemed to make Tala’s icy eyes glow even more.  
 
    “I knew I would love being an adventurer,” I said. “But being one beside you is a fucking dream come true. I don’t ever want to do this without you.” 
 
    Every word fell out of my mouth, and I knew I was talking to try and draw attention from how desperately I wanted her. She was my eidolon, and she was everything I needed in a woman. 
 
    But I kept my gaze forward as we finally reached the edge of the trail and hurried into the city. A half-moon peeked out from behind gray clouds that drifted over the navy sky. Stars twinkled as we power-walked over the wide streets of Asheville. 
 
    I knew I just had to distract myself until I could fall into bed and have time with my thoughts. Tala would need to rest a little, too. We could discuss this all more in the morning, but my head was going to explode if we spent another hour tangled in this delicious tension. 
 
    The walk back was a complete blur, so we seemed to suddenly stop outside the door to my building. I quickly fumbled for my keys and let Tala walk into the stairwell first. She was silent as she strode up, and I purposefully did not take in the view above me as I followed her. 
 
    I had to remind myself that this eidolon stuff was completely new to me. Just because she felt the connection didn’t mean she wanted to act physically on it. She just happened to be the hottest woman on any planet, but she was mine to care for most of all. 
 
    I was her master now. I had to care for her properly. 
 
    The lock on my front door seemed to take forever to open as if it was mocking me. I finally flung the entrance open, and we hurried into the apartment. Moonlight flooded in through the open curtains and made Tala’s eyes glow like stars in a snowstorm. 
 
    There couldn’t have been a more romantic setting if I had planned it. 
 
    My throat was dry as I forced myself to look away and carefully lower my stuff onto the ground. I gently leaned the crossbow against the wall and put my rucksack down beside it. 
 
    Every atom in my body wanted to pull Tala toward me as I turned back to face her. I fucking adored her, and her unbelievable figure was silhouetted against the light of the moon. 
 
    The connection between us was so heightened that I had to focus on steadying myself. 
 
    “Thank you for today,” I said eventually as I ran a hand through my hair. “This has been… amazing. The bed is all yours again, and I’ll be on the couch if you need anything at all.” 
 
    Tala’s eyes flickered to the bedroom as she nodded, and you could have sliced the tension with a knife. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said with a sexy rasp. “For showing me that life as an eidolon can be like this.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” I smiled, and I hovered to let her head into the bedroom before I stripped down. 
 
    Then Tala closed the gap between us in two swift strides, draped her sculpted arms around my neck, and pressed her full lips into mine. 
 
    The taste of honey filled my mouth as my beautiful eidolon kissed me deeply, and the apartment seemed to spin around us. 
 
    But I could barely process anything outside of me and her. I just knew we were about to explore how amazing our bond could truly make us feel, in more ways than one.
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 Chapter 11 
 
    We finally pulled back to look at each other, and my heartbeat was going like a drum. The moonlight flooded all over Tala and added a hint of ghostliness to her human form. 
 
    “Colton,” Tala said in a husky tone that was almost a growl. “I hope you feel this way, too. Our connection…” 
 
    “I do,” I said hurriedly as I stroked her soft cheek. “You’re my eidolon, and I’m your master.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tala breathed, and I couldn’t handle another second of not touching every inch of her body. 
 
    She flung herself back into my arms, and we fell into another deep kiss. I was on fire with passion as I roamed my hands down the slim curves of her hips.  
 
    The powerful warrior was fully giving herself to me, and our connection was unlike anything I had ever felt with a woman. It joined us so fully in spirit that our bodies were crying out to bind in the same way. 
 
    Our tongues met, and my head damn near exploded as we tasted each other’s mouths. I felt completely primal as I drank in Tala’s sweet lips and scent, and I gently pushed her back toward the bedroom. 
 
    “I’ve never done this before,” Tala murmured as she slowly backed up. “This form is so new to me, but it feels like I’ve lived in it for centuries. All I know is that I’m following my instinct to be as close to you as possible. My master.” 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned as my cock hardened at her words. “I’m going to show you exactly how we can use this connection. It’s going to feel amazing.” 
 
    “It already does.” Tala smiled wolfishly, and we stopped for another kiss inside the bedroom. 
 
    I reached down to her hips as she pressed her firm tits up against me, and lava flowed through my veins. My hands slowly trailed from her waist up the toned curves of her stomach, and she moaned softly as I gently cupped her huge breasts. I massaged her tits through the fabric of her top as she squeezed my biceps tightly. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I murmured as I kissed her neck and softly pinched her nipples. “I want to see you without these clothes.” 
 
    Tala’s icy eyes glowed in the moonlight as she carefully pulled her shirt off to reveal her toned torso. Her breasts were fucking glorious, with light-pink areolas and nipples begging to be played with. They sat beautifully above her sculpted stomach, and I groaned as I ran my fingernails down her waist. 
 
    Then I reached down and hungrily kissed her chest as I massaged her breasts gently. Tala gasped as she ran her hands through my hair and pressed her body against me as much as she could. 
 
     Every signal she gave me was a sign that she desperately wanted more. I felt it pulse through me like blood as she became more and more turned on. 
 
    I was rock hard as I flicked my tongue over each of her nipples and toyed with the waistband of her leggings. She hurriedly wiggled out of them to reveal the black lace that she wore underneath. 
 
    Tala’s curved hips were hugged by her sleek panties, and I slowly spun her round to admire the full view. I groaned as I laid eyes on her peachy ass, and she gasped as I grabbed her firm cheeks hungrily. She leaned back against me as I explored her body that she was fully giving me. Then I cupped her tits from behind and played with them as my erection pressed into her ass.  
 
    “Colton,” Tala moaned as she laid her head back on my shoulder. “This feels amazing. I want you to touch me everywhere.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I kissed her neck. “Your master is going to make you feel fucking incredible.” 
 
    The beautiful warrior moaned as my hands traveled down her body until I reached the lacy panties. I slowly ran a finger over the material to find her juices had already soaked through. Tala was ready for me, and I was consumed with feral lust as I danced my fingers over the inside of her thighs. 
 
    “Mmm,” Tala growled. “That felt so good when you touched me there.” 
 
    “Where?” I growled teasingly into her ear, and Tala guided my hand back to her mound. 
 
    “Right here,” she breathed. 
 
    I used one hand around her waist to press her body against mine as tightly as possible, and the other hand began to slowly rub her pussy. My fingers slid over her soaked lace as she moaned deeply and sent fireworks off all over my body. I could feel in my bones how badly she wanted to be touched. It was the same feeling as when she had guided me through the jungle, but so much more intimate. 
 
    The gorgeous warrior gasped when I roughly tugged the waistband of her panties, and she eagerly wiggled them down her long legs. I looked down to see a wisp of golden hair covering her mound, and I groaned at the view of her perfect naked frame. 
 
    “You are fucking unreal,” I breathed into Tala’s ear as my fingers gently stroked her folds. 
 
    “Mmm,” the warrior groaned as she leaned her head back. “Yes, Colton.” 
 
    She didn’t have to say another word as I explored her beautiful body. Her sweet juices flowed as I softly played with her, and I finally slid a finger into her slick pussy. She was soaked and warm, and she gasped as I moved a second finger inside her. 
 
    “Oooh,” she breathed. “I love you touching me.” 
 
    I reached my free hand up to massage her breasts as the other worked in and out of her warmth. My thumb ran over her clit and made her fully melt against me. I was in complete control of her body as I moved my fingers in and out of her wetness. 
 
    Tala shuddered as I pleasured her, and we both got lost in the feeling of passion. Our connection was stronger than ever as she moaned against me, and her breathing quickened as I rubbed her sweet spot. 
 
    “Yes!” Tala growled as I pinched a nipple. “Oh! Colton!” 
 
    Her body told me everything I needed to know as she grew closer to her climax, and I gently bit her neck as I stroked my fingers inside her body. Tala suddenly cried out in a voice that was almost a howl as she fell limp against my chest. Her juices gushed down my hand as she orgasmed and grabbed onto my arm. 
 
    “What was that?” Tala gasped as her legs quivered. 
 
    “An orgasm,” I said gently as I kissed her neck. “This is how amazing we can make each other feel. A pure bond between master and eidolon.” 
 
    Tala spun around with wildness in her eyes as I gripped her slim hips. 
 
    “I want to give you one,” she said. “I want to see my master’s body, too.” 
 
    I pulled her in for a passionate kiss as I started to undress, and Tala helped me out of my shirt first. She moaned as she roamed her eyes and hands all over my torso and pulled at my pants. Our movements were frantic and hungry as I quickly stripped down. 
 
    But the bond between us was absolutely on fire as my hard cock finally sprang free. 
 
    Tala’s eyes widened as she stared down at my erection and moved her hands down my stomach.  
 
    “This is my cock,” I said as I pinched her nipples. “You’re going to make me feel amazing by using your hands and mouth here.” 
 
    I guided Tala’s soft hand to my dick and felt a spark of intense heat as she wrapped her fingers around me.  
 
    “How do I use my mouth?” she breathed, and I kissed her dark red lips. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” I breathed. “I’ll show you how.” 
 
    Watching my eidolon kneel before me made the whole room spin. The moonlight spilled over her golden hair as she looked up at me with eager eyes. I could feel through our connection how much she wanted to please me and make me feel the way she had during her orgasm. 
 
    This beautiful warrior was desperate to satisfy me, and I felt like a fucking king. 
 
    “You can lick me,” I said as I stroked her hair. “That feels really good.” 
 
    Tala lowered her head down and slowly ran her tongue up from the base of my shaft, and stars exploded in my mind as she eagerly licked every inch of my hardness.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. “That feels so good. Now you can put me in your mouth, and keep licking and sucking.” 
 
    Watching the beautiful woman obey my commands was the hottest thing I had ever experienced. She wrapped her soft lips around the head of my cock and looked up for confirmation. 
 
    “You’re doing so good,” I breathed. “Take your time.” 
 
    I gently guided her head down, and Tala’s warm mouth welcomed me in. 
 
    Heat and passion exploded throughout my body as my eidolon pleasured me. Everything felt right as we connected, and I gripped her hair as she moved her head up and down. Her soft lips slid along my shaft as her tongue explored every inch of my cock. I was delirious with lust as I watched her hungrily take my full length into her mouth. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I moaned as she worked faster and faster. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    “Mmmmm…” Tala purred happily and sent vibrations down the length of my erection. The world spun around me, and I needed to bury my cock inside her body.  
 
    “I want you to get on the bed,” I breathed, and Tala slowly slid her lips from my hardness. 
 
    I pulled her up and roamed my hands all over her perfect body as we moved toward the mattress.  
 
    “Colton,” Tala said breathlessly. “What are we doing next?” 
 
    “Let me show you how intimately we can connect,” I said gently, and I helped her onto the bed with me. 
 
    “Please, Master.” The wolf-woman laid down to display her flawless body to me. I moved between her toned legs and admired every inch of her figure. Then I held her thighs and pulled her closer toward me.  
 
    Her slick pussy lined up with my cock as I knelt above her, and the heat between us was insane. I could feel her need for my body even though she wasn’t sure how exactly it would work. She was calling to me through our private connection and begging to be as close to her master as possible. 
 
    Feeling her true desires through our bond made everything about it magical. She looked fucking ethereal as the light from outside gently lit up her eyes. 
 
    I stroked her thighs lovingly as I slowly eased right up to her soaked entrance.  
 
    “This is the ultimate way to bond,” I said gently. “I’m going to enter you, and our bodies will be fully connected.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tala whimpered. “I need to feel it, please.” 
 
    She bit her lip as I gently eased the tip of my cock inside her, and pure bliss consumed me as I pushed further. Tala’s slick pussy gripped me so tightly as I slowly edged in, and we both gasped as our bodies connected as intimately as our minds. 
 
    “You’re so fucking tight,” I groaned as I put my full length inside her. “Do you like feeling my cock in your pussy?” 
 
    “Yes!” Tala moaned deeply, and she cried out as I slowly began to fuck her. 
 
    My hands gripped her tanned thighs as I thrust in and out of her tight walls. Fire erupted in my chest with each stroke, and I sped up my pace as she held the sheets beneath her. Watching Tala writhe on my cock sent animalistic desire through me, and our bond felt like it was on fire. Everything about us was connected as I fucked her and felt her move down to meet my body. 
 
    “Oooh!” Tala moaned as her tits bounced. “Yes! I love feeling my master!” 
 
    “Your pussy is so fucking tight,” I growled as I sped up my pace. “You’re my perfect eidolon.” 
 
    Tala moaned so deliciously every time I slid my cock back inside her, and I reached down to grab her waist. Then I pulled her up and quickly maneuvered so I was sitting against the headboard while she straddled me. 
 
     Our eyes were locked with one another as I thrust upward and fucked her deeply. We both gasped and moaned as our souls seemed to become one. I leaned down to kiss her beautiful tits as she gripped onto my shoulders firmly. 
 
    Then Tala rode my cock with complete abandon, and she sent white-hot pleasure through my veins with every tiny movement.  
 
    “Master,” she whispered. “Oooh, you feel so hard inside me… you are touching every part of me.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and I gripped her by the hair to kiss her deeply. 
 
    She growled in response, but I kept her rooted there as I fucked up into her as hard as I could. Then she moaned with pleasure, and my hands slid to her waist and moved her up and down while she cried out.  
 
    “It’s going to happen again,” she gasped as I rammed inside her. “Oh, Colton!” 
 
    I could feel her orgasm building with my own as our bodies hungrily worked together. My cock drove so deeply into her tight pussy that I couldn’t think of anything other than our joint pleasure. Her lust entwined with my own as she pushed her breasts into me, and I fucked her like a man possessed as my mind reeled from the combined intensity of her feelings and mine. 
 
    “Oooh!” Tala cried out as pure pleasure swept through her body. 
 
    “Fuck, I need to cum, too,” I growled, and not a single scrap of me wanted to pull out of her. 
 
    She was mine. I wanted every inch of her to belong to me. 
 
    “Yessss, master,” she moaned. “Cum inside me…” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I groaned as I struggled to hold back. “If I do–” 
 
    “Do it!” she nearly screamed. “You are my master. And my entire being is yours. Claim meeee!” 
 
    Her orgasm exploded through our bond and brought my own climax to the surface. The sensation of feeling her pleasure as well as mine completely overwhelmed my body and mind. Every fragment of my being exploded with pleasure as I released deep inside the exotic wolf-woman. 
 
    Warm streams of my cum flooded deep inside her pussy over and over again as she clenched around my cock. Her sweet juices ran down and mixed with mine as we gripped each other tightly. 
 
    Our fast breathing fell in sync as the whole universe shifted around us, and stars danced in my vision. Every inch of my body tingled with heat as pure euphoria pulsed through me. 
 
    In that moment, I realized I loved Tala with my entire heart and soul, and I felt the same emotion radiating from her. 
 
    Then she moaned softly as she gripped my shoulders and pulled back to look into my eyes. We kissed gently as I stroked her silky hair and ran my other hand down her back. 
 
    “I love you,” Tala said in the most vulnerable voice I had ever heard from her. 
 
    “That’s good,” I whispered as I kissed under her ear. “Because I love you, too.” 
 
    We held each other tightly, and the bond between us felt unbreakable. Our climax had created a link that I knew would never be separated, and Tala was entirely mine. My cum had flooded her womb, and I knew deep in my bones that this was exactly as it should be. 
 
    It felt like the magic of all of Fablewild was with us in the bedroom as we gazed at each other. Centuries of enchantments and spells danced through my mind from Tala, and it felt like I was being sung to without any sound. 
 
    I realized that I was experiencing pure happiness just as she felt it.  
 
    It was the best sex of my life, and I was completely obsessed with my beautiful eidolon. 
 
    “Colton,” Tala said softly. “I can feel… something.” 
 
    Her eyes wandered all down my body as she bit her lip, and I gave her a moment to figure out her emotions. She had just had sex for the first time, and I knew she might be still processing the sensations in her new body. 
 
    “It’s happiness,” she breathed as I stroked her arm. “But it’s not just mine. I can feel your joy, too.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as our eyes met, and I realized that sex had strengthened our bond so much more than I’d expected. 
 
    It sounded like she could actually experience what I did. She could feel my emotions now, too. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Because I can sense your feelings so perfectly, and I kept wondering if the same would happen to you.” 
 
    “There are old legends about this experience,” Tala said as her face glowed. “Stories that said an eidolon could become so close to her master that they could both share their souls. I never imagined that I would ever experience it.” 
 
    Her voice was soft and breathless, and I could tell this was just as huge for her as it was for me. I scooped her into my arms and cradled her against me as she sighed happily.  
 
    Tala had so quickly become the most important person in my life, and I was fucking overjoyed that she could feel the connection that I had felt for a while. 
 
    “Let’s go and clean up,” I said gently, and I kissed her cheek before I finally pulled my cock out of her drenched tunnel. 
 
    The evening air was cool against our warm bodies as I helped her off the bed, and we linked fingers as I led her to the bathroom. I didn’t let go of her hand as I turned the shower on and waited for the water to heat up. 
 
    “I wish I had a tub for you.” I smiled as we climbed under the water. “But this apartment isn’t big enough. Maybe I’ll be able to afford a better place some time, but we’ll need to raid a few more temples before that could happen.” 
 
    “I don’t need a tub,” Tala said softly. “Just being with my master is all I care about, and I never thought I would truly think that.” 
 
    Warmth flooded my veins again as we helped scrub each other’s bodies, and the steam soothed my muscles. Between fighting giant plants, rock climbing over snakes, and fucking a beautiful eidolon woman, it had been an exhausting day. 
 
    “Our bond is even stronger now,” Tala said as she rubbed soap into her arm. “I felt like my soul lit up when we both had orgasms.” 
 
    “That was insane,” I groaned. “I thought my body was going to explode.” 
 
    “But then you emptied your heat and passion inside of me.” Tala giggled, and the sensation was warmer than all of the water that poured down from the shower. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It was amazing.” 
 
    “Can we have more of those?” she asked curiously. “I still feel your seed in the deepest parts of me. You should probably fill me all the time to make sure our bond stays strong.” 
 
    “If you insist.” I grinned. “But I may never let you out of my bedroom again.” 
 
    Tala laughed as I passed her shampoo to work into her glorious hair. 
 
    “Everything with you is different,” she said as I massaged suds over her chest. “I keep thinking back to how amazing it felt to fight with you in the temple. It was like I fell in love with being an eidolon all over again.” 
 
    “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” I smiled. “A badass spirit should love her role, and you are the most badass of them all.” 
 
    The beautiful warrior nodded, and she giggled as I playfully flicked water at her face. 
 
    “I remember one of my masters,” she said. “This man was called Rader. He wasn’t the toughest man ever, but he was very smart. When he first found me, he always followed my guidance.” 
 
    I watched Tala’s eyes mist over slightly as she spoke, and I gently stroked her arm under the falling water. 
 
    “We fought through our first temple so well,” she said softly. “He couldn’t read every direction I sent like you can, but he tried. Then he started to get praised by so many people, and he realized how good he was.” 
 
    Tala’s brow furrowed slightly as she pushed back her cleaned hair. I wanted to comfort her already, but I waited patiently for her to finish the story that was on her mind. 
 
    “Rader started to change,” she said. “He stopped sharing his thoughts with me on missions, and he never took me out in the temple until he was already in a fight. But he ignored everything I told him, and one day he tried to attack me because he thought the fight against a banshee could have been over faster.” 
 
    “He fucking what?” I spat as heat rose in my chest, and I gripped Tala’s shoulders. 
 
    “I bared my fangs, and he didn’t do it,” Tala said. “But he shouted at me for not knowing my place. He said that he was a glorious adventurer, and I needed to know that I was nothing more than a set of teeth for him to command.” 
 
    My blood boiled as I tried to bite my tongue long enough for Tala to finish her story. I had never wanted to fight someone I hadn’t met so much before. 
 
    “One day he met another adventurer on the road,” she breathed. “They started to argue because this other man had just completed the temple, and Rader summoned me from the ring. He told me to attack this other man, but I knew my master had started the fight. The other man was innocent.” 
 
    Tears built in her eyes, and it broke my heart to feel the pain that radiated from her memory. 
 
    “So I refused to hurt him,” she croaked. “And Rader never let me out of the ring again. He said my punishment would be to spend eternity as his prisoner, and that he would find a new eidolon who would obey him.  
 
    “What happened to the bastard?” I asked. 
 
    “His betrayal of me killed him eventually.” Tala shrugged. “Every day our spirits were at war, and mine was so much stronger. My soul ate away at his until it consumed him, and his mortal body could no longer handle it.” 
 
    “Your spirit killed his?” I repeated slowly. “That’s what happens if a master betrays his eidolon?” 
 
    “It’s what usually always happens,” Tala said. “A few of my masters died in raids, but so many of them were consumed by their own greed. We eidolons are ancient spirits, wrought with power so potent that if our souls entwine with such weak beings, no balance can be found. Our spirits will attack anything that drains us the way the unworthy do. It’s what makes you so unique to me.” 
 
    “I am in awe of you,” I said softly. “I’m sorry you had to be at war with the people who were meant to be on your side.” 
 
    Tala looked up at me as a tear slid out of her icy eyes, and I pulled her into me. Warm water fell all around us as I kissed her head and stroked her back. I surrounded her with my love and assurance until she was ready to pull back. 
 
    “You will never suffer like that again,” I said with deep rage. “I am your master, but you are my equal. You are essential to this new life of mine, and even if we don’t always agree, I will always listen.” 
 
    Tala kissed me with so much adoration that I felt it in every inch of my body.  
 
    “My mana has kept me strong all these years,” she said softly. “I’m glad I finally get to use it for someone who deserves it.” 
 
    “I promise to always respect you,” I said gently. “I’ll never piss you off enough that your spirit eats mine.” 
 
    “Good,” Tala snorted. “And I promise not to let my past cloud my judgment of you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I reached back and squeezed her perfect ass. “I think tomorrow we should enjoy the day doing whatever we want. I’m thinking about good food, enjoying the sights, and finding out exactly how much my temple haul is worth here. A day of pure relaxation for my brave warrior.” 
 
    “That sounds like the perfect day.” Tala smiled. 
 
    It took a lot of willpower to finally turn the water off and help Tala out of the shower. I made sure to give her the newest towel I had and helped dry off her beautiful body.  
 
    The steam poured into the living room as we eventually made our way back to bed and collapsed onto the mattress together. I scooped Tala’s naked body close to me, and she nuzzled in like a happy puppy. Both of us were beyond tired but happier than I ever dreamed was possible as we closed our eyes. 
 
    “It was worth it,” Tala murmured against my chest. 
 
    “What was?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “All those centuries of torment,” she breathed. “It was worth it to find you.” 
 
    I held her so tightly that our bodies felt like one, and our bond was completely unbreakable as we fell asleep. 
 
    The bed moved and woke me up as the first sunlight of the day seeped in through the curtains we hadn’t closed. I rubbed my eyes and reached out to find Tala wasn’t lying beside me anymore.  
 
    Then I pushed myself up to see her sitting cross-legged at the end of the bed with her back to me. Her tumbling waves of gold and auburn fell down her naked shoulders, and she glanced back when I yawned. 
 
    “Morning.” I smiled as I rubbed my eyes. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I woke up a while ago,” she said softly. “I’m just guarding the door.” 
 
    “You’re… huh?” I asked as my brain started to catch up with being awake. “Oh, that’s seriously adorable. But you don’t need to do that, this is a pretty safe place to live, minus the damp.” 
 
    “It’s my duty.” Tala shrugged as I climbed over to join her. “And I like the feeling of having a master I actually want to protect.” 
 
    Then I grabbed her waist and planted kisses all over her face as she shrieked with laughter. It took a while to get dressed since we couldn’t stop touching each other, and I had never been so intoxicated by a person before. But we eventually pulled on some clothes and made some toast when we realized how ravenous we were. 
 
    Then I pulled butter, jam, and honey out for Tala to choose from as I poured us our morning drinks. She sniffed my coffee curiously but decided to stick with tea, and she looked like a fucking goddess as she leaned against the counter with her mug. 
 
    My cell phone had died in the night, and it started to ping with messages as I plugged it in to charge on the counter. 
 
    “What is that?” Tala asked as she leaned over to watch me scroll. 
 
    “It’s a phone,” I said. “It’s a machine that lets me communicate with people over a long distance. You can send messages to them or call them.” 
 
    Tala tilted her head curiously as she watched me open my texts to find several from Owen. I hadn’t spoken to him properly in a while, and he seemed worried that something was up. 
 
    Hey Col, is everything good? You’ve been quiet lately? 
 
    I wasn’t worried about my brother being lonely because I knew he was making plenty of friends at his university. But we had a close bond, and I had been so preoccupied with Fablewild that I hadn’t had any time to respond to him. It would take a lot for him to really freak out, and I wanted to stop that ball from rolling. 
 
    “I should tell him I’m going on a trip,” I said as I sipped my coffee. “Because I’m already eager to jump back into another temple raid, if you are.” 
 
    “I like it when you ask.” Tala smiled over her mug. “But you know I’m always ready. Especially when our bond is this strong. I almost feel bad for the monsters we’re going to kill.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “Almost. I’ll tell Owen I’m going camping and might lose signal. That should keep him happy if I don’t reply for a while. Do you mind if I call him?” 
 
    “Call him what?” Tala asked, and I burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’m going to talk to him on the phone,” I said as I stroked her cheek. “You’ll probably hear his voice on the other end, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Tala said with a face that told me she still did not fully understand. 
 
    She had only barely gotten used to how the TV worked, and I didn’t blame her. Magic still seemed insane to me, and technology was Earth’s version of it. 
 
    I hit my brother’s number and only waited one ring before he answered. 
 
    “Col!” Owen said, and he sounded out of breath. 
 
    I heard the whir of machines and voices around him, and I knew he was at the gym. 
 
    “How early do you work out?” I chuckled. “Take it easy, man.” 
 
    “Nah,” Owen laughed as I heard his treadmill stop. “Early mornings are the best time for workouts! How’s everything going? I haven’t heard from you in a while.” 
 
    “I can hear his voice!” Tala said excitedly. “Just like the TV!” 
 
    She looked so pleased with herself for understanding, and she happily took her breakfast and prowled into the living room to sit down. 
 
    “Was that a girl?” Owen asked excitedly. “Have you got a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Uh,” I said as I truly thought of how to answer. “I’m not sure what to call it right now.” 
 
    “Niiice,” Owen laughed. “Is she cute?” 
 
    “Unbelievably,” I snorted. “I was calling because she’s super outdoorsy, and I think we might spend some days camping. So I didn’t want you to worry if I lose cell signal.” 
 
    “That’s going to be awesome!” Owen gasped, and his enthusiasm was infectious. “Col, I have to meet her! You’ve always wanted a girlfriend who was sporty. Is she strong?” 
 
    “She could literally kill a man with her teeth.” I grinned. 
 
    “Perfect,” Owen chuckled. “Okay, Col. I won’t bother you much.” 
 
    “You can still message,” I said. “Just don’t panic if I don’t reply right away, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Owen said. “I miss you, man. We’ll talk when you get back from your trip?” 
 
    “I’ll have loads to tell you,” I said. “Take care, don’t work out too hard.” 
 
    “Pffft,” Owen snorted. “I need to catch up with my big brother’s muscle gains! See ya!” 
 
    I heard the treadmill start to whir again just before we hung up, and it felt good to have checked in with him. Balancing life between worlds was going to be tricky, but it was more than worth it. I grabbed the rest of my toast and carried my coffee into the living room.  
 
    Tala sat with her legs up on the sofa as she stared out of the window with her tea. I had found the most valuable sidekick imaginable to help guide me through Fablewild. There was so much treasure out there to be won, and we were going to be the strongest team that had ever faced the temples. 
 
    “Ready to have some fun today?” I asked as I leaned against the kitchen doorway. “I’ll try to only ask you three hundred questions about Fablewild.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Tala grinned, and even her happiest smile had a hint of a deadly wolf. 
 
    She drained her tea, and I put our dishes in the sink before I slipped on my sneakers. It was already looking like another beautiful morning outside, and Tala was devastatingly gorgeous in one of her sporty new outfits.  
 
    Black leggings hugged her curves tightly, and her purple crop top showed off a hint of abs and cleavage. She looked like the hottest outdoorsy girl imaginable as she flicked back her golden waves. 
 
    I carefully packed my gems and gold bars into a small satchel to take into town with me. There was a gold and jewelry dealer on the far side of Asheville who would hopefully at least be able to give me an estimation.  
 
    The silver-colored crossbow called to me, too, and I couldn’t wait to try it out. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as the memory of the market flashed back into my head. “I wanted to ask you about the crossbow. When I touched it, I saw a message telling me it was connected to the Mist Hare Eidolon.” 
 
    “A message?” Tala frowned as she glanced at the weapon. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It just appeared in the air,” I said. “But I could tell that nobody else could see it. Have you ever heard of that before?” 
 
    Tala shook her head and crouched down to study the crossbow. She picked it up and examined the symbol before she placed it down again. 
 
    “Judging by the symbol, it definitely belongs to the hare,” she said. “But I’ve never heard of an adventurer seeing a message before. Maybe they just didn’t tell me that sort of thing, though.” 
 
    “That’s possible.” I nodded. “You did have a lot of experience with dickheads that didn’t share anything. Does this mean that I need to give the weapon to the hare?” 
 
    “No!” Tala laughed. “It means that the weapon would work more powerfully if you had the eidolon it is connected with. The strength of your synergy increases if you possess the weapons of your eidolon, so not only will the weapon serve you better than it would any other adventurer, but it will help you work in tandem with your eidolon even more. The same mana we possess lives within our weapons.” 
 
    “Oooh,” I said. “But I can only have one eidolon at a time?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Tala nodded. “Such a bond can be too much for an adventurer to bear when there is only one eidolon’s spirit connected to their own. But more than one… that is unheard of entirely. But it will still work well as a normal crossbow. Maybe one day you’ll find one of my weapons… I’ve never had any of my masters locate one before.” 
 
    “There’s more than one?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s plenty of them out there,” Tala said. “I don’t know how many exactly, but I do know there will be a variety. Maybe swords, maces, axes. I would love to just find any of them.” 
 
    The idea of something specifically designed to work for me and Tala was seriously cool. I pictured myself coming across a sword or hammer in a market somewhere and seeing Tala’s name flash up in a message. The chaotic location choices of the portal would actually give me a better chance of finding it than if I had to try and trek all over Fablewild myself. 
 
    “Come on,” Tala said eagerly. “I want to explore more of your strange home.” 
 
    I felt on top of the world as we made our way into the stairwell and down to the front door. Tala sniffed the air as we stepped outside, and the morning sun warmed our faces as we walked onto the main street. 
 
    “What would you like to do first?” I asked. “We could go along the arts district and see some cool shit. I would recommend the pinball museum but… I actually want you to have a good time.” 
 
    “Anything,” Tala said brightly. “I just want to take it all in.” 
 
    The beautiful warrior still walked tall and confidently, but there was no wall separating us now, and the raw connection I felt growing between us sent an electric buzz through my veins. 
 
    This ancient, magical warrior was entirely mine. Spirit and body. 
 
    And that knowledge alone put an extra bounce in my step as I worked out how we should spend this day together. 
 
    I planned for us to take in as much of the city as possible and reach the jewelers as our final destination. We could have lunch somewhere near the river and really enjoy being together.  
 
    My phone pinged, and I pulled it out expecting to see a message from Owen asking about my new girlfriend. But I frowned when I realized it was from the geocaching forum, and I remembered I had set up an alert for any new posts. 
 
     The website opened up to reveal a message from the mysterious man who had written about the missing box.  
 
    My throat went dry as I stopped in my tracks and looked at the image he had attached.  
 
    He had made a new post with a picture of the clearing I had been in with Tala just a few hours ago. Luckily we weren’t in it, but it was taken from the exact spot I had stood in to travel between worlds. 
 
    I know you were here. I will camp out on this mountain and hunt you. The box is going to come back to me no matter what I have to do. I will claim it back.
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 Chapter 12 
 
    I stared at the picture to try and work out what time of day it had been taken. My eyes darted over every inch of the image for any sign of me or Tala, but there was nobody else in the clearing. The hint of sunlight told me that it must have been at the crack of dawn, when I was just crawling out of bed with my eidolon lover. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered as I read his furious words over. 
 
    This guy was creeping around after us, and he clearly had some kind of knack for tracking. But even that explanation seemed unsettlingly off. 
 
    Sure, I hadn’t bothered to cover up any footprints because I had no clue I would need to, but there must have been footprints all over those mountains. How would this creep even know they belonged to me? 
 
    I was going to have to start being way more careful on the mountain, but already, it was becoming clear how much of a psycho this guy actually was. 
 
    Was he actually going to camp out on the slopes looking for us? 
 
    And could he seriously track me down with nothing but some vague footprints to go off of? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tala asked as she glanced at the phone. “Did your brother say something?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said as I turned the screen to her. “That guy who was pissed about the portal has been looking for us. He says he knows we were at this spot, and he’s going to track us until the portal box is his again.” 
 
    “Again,” Tala muttered as she studied the photo. “Do you really think he knows what it is?” 
 
    “I didn’t before,” I said warily. “But it’s starting to seem like a seriously unhinged way to act for a regular cache. I love geocaching, but I wouldn’t turn into a fucking stalker if I found one of the boxes missing.” 
 
    I sighed as I looked at the confused reactions to his post, and it looked like there was nobody who was really friends with this guy. There was nobody calling him out by name or agreeing with him, and everyone seemed to just be startled by his reaction. 
 
    Just move on, dude. It’s just one cache. 
 
    Sucks that someone fucked with it, but it’s not the end of the world. 
 
    Could have been an animal that dug it up and kicked it off nearby. Keep looking and just chill. 
 
    Whoooaaa, bro. Stalk much? 
 
    He hadn’t replied to any of the comments, but I could just picture some crazed dude rocking back and forth on the slopes over Asheville. 
 
    “Should we go up there?” Tala asked without any hint of worry. “We could attack him. He wouldn’t stand a chance against us, and anyone threatening you is my responsibility to dispatch.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt some random dude,” I said as I slid my phone back into my pocket. “He might just be a serious loner who cares waaay too much about geocaching. I love the hobby, but maybe it’s just the only thing he has in his life.” 
 
    “But there is a chance he knows about the box,” Tala said as she folded her arms. “We should be prepared to fight just in case he finds us. You’re going to need to be working on your strength all the time for raiding anyway.” 
 
    “That’s true.” I nodded. “I actually wanted to get some physical training in before our next trip anyway. Swinging my mallet is only going to get me so far, and these temples could throw anything at us.” 
 
    I remembered how terribly my gun had failed during my first fight in the temple, and while I still wondered if it would work outside of the magical structures, like in Fablewild’s jungles, I knew I needed to up my weapon game. My reflexes and strength were pretty good, but I should be constantly working on improving.  
 
    “I can help you train,” Tala said happily. “I’ve had masters who were the same build as you, and I’ve seen plenty of their moves during fights. Wiry guys usually last longer in battles because they’re not relying purely on brute strength.” 
 
    The last physical activity I had with my eidolon was beyond amazing, so I had a feeling that play fighting could be just as fun in a different way. 
 
    “I’m up for some training.” I grinned. “Okay, let’s walk down to the gym. We can have some practice, and you can teach me to be the toughest adventurer in all of Fablewild.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can teach that,” Tala laughed. “But you’re already on your way. You completed your first temple before you even understood what was happening. Imagine what you’ll be like in a year’s time.” 
 
    It was hard to worry about the geocaching post when I was walking beside Tala under the morning sun. Going back to Fablewild was going to be even more exciting with this new bond between us, and I knew our fighting game was going to be even stronger. 
 
     We had worked so seamlessly together in the last temple, but now we were more connected than ever. I was eager to see how that new bond would translate into our battles with deadly monsters. 
 
    The bars of gold were pretty heavy in my bag as I adjusted the strap on my shoulder. I flipped it open just to check everything was secure, and I peeked in at the sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds in the pouch. 
 
    Finding out how much my treasure haul was worth was going to be an eye-opener. I was going to keep up my adventurer life regardless, but this would let me know if I would be able to make it my full-time job. 
 
    A life of temple raiding for rare artifacts and tons of money seemed almost too good to be true, but it was within my grasp.  
 
    Holy shit, I was glad I had decided to try out that rare geocaching route. Quitting my shitty job had given me everything I had ever dreamed of in life, and I only wished I had done it sooner. 
 
    We wandered downtown as the stores around us started to open up for business. Tourists with coffees strolled past, and eager hikers with bulging rucksacks and walking poles power-walked by. 
 
    I couldn’t remember ever enjoying a morning so much in Asheville, and it was all thanks to the warrior beauty by my side. 
 
    “I’ll need to practice with my crossbow soon,” I said as we walked past a busy bakery. “I was thinking about what you said, and I don’t understand how it could work better with the right eidolon. How can a crossbow do anything other than shoot?” 
 
    “There’s a huge range of things that could happen,” Tala said thoughtfully. “Each of our weapons is linked to our unique powers, to the mana within us and all the ways it fuels our individual strengths. Essentially, a secret magic is unlocked when we are near our items. So, for example, if you possessed the ring of the Mist Hare Eidolon, then that secret magic would be revealed to you. Perhaps the bolts would become cursed and unleash deadly venom when they pierced flesh.” 
 
    “Whaaat…” I said. “Seriously?” 
 
    “That’s just one option.” Tala nodded. “Maybe the bolts triple in size when they’re fired, and they could strike hard enough to take someone’s head right off.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said with raised eyebrows. “Magic really doesn’t fuck around. That sounds awesome.” 
 
    “Are you thinking of replacing me?” Tala grinned as she ran a finger up my chest. “Throwing me away to go and find the hare?” 
 
    I wasn’t fooled by her grin. A flicker of uncertainty passed through her icy eyes for a split second as she spoke. 
 
    My hand immediately slid around her lower back to hold her firmly against me, and I placed a soft kiss on her forehead before I held her gaze steadily. 
 
    “Not a chance,” I said as I felt her nervousness in my own veins. “You feel this connection as strongly as I do, and you know our souls are tethered together in more ways than one.” 
 
    A wave of love rippled through me as Tala relaxed in my grip, and her cheeks flushed lightly. 
 
    “The Wolf of Dusk is my chosen eidolon forever,” I assured her. 
 
    Her lips were on mine before I even finished the sentence. I let her tongue tangle with my own for several long, tantalizing moments, and the whole time, her flood of emotions swelled through me and made me almost dizzy with how beautiful her spirit was. 
 
    Fuck, I’d never felt anything like what we had between us. 
 
    And no allure of other eidolons or their magical weapons could ever convince me to cast her aside. 
 
    Tala finally broke our kiss as she worked to steady her breathing, and I brushed my fingers across her golden cheek as I sent her a smirk. 
 
    “Besides,” I said lightly. “We’ll find your weapons someday. And then we’ll be fucking unstoppable together.” 
 
    The beautiful warrior offered me a warm smile as we continued our stroll along the streets, and she was already attracting the stunned glances of passersby. I couldn’t help feeling smug to have her by my side as she continued to amaze everyone with her looks. Her loyalty to me seeped through our connection and into my soul, though, and I kept getting flashbacks of her writhing below me while I thrust my cock deep into her.  
 
    “Colton,” Tala giggled quietly as she nudged me. “I can feel the heated thoughts of my master.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I smirked. “I was just remembering how good you felt last night.” 
 
    The warrior bit her lip and planted a kiss on my cheek while her impressive chest pushed up against me.  
 
    We eventually reached the gym that I sometimes used for rock climbing practice. I preferred heading out to the mountains to see what routes I could find there, but that was only really safe when I had a buddy who knew what they were doing with me.  
 
    The young guy at the reception desk greeted us and scanned my membership card, and I paid five dollars for Tala to come in with me. She watched curiously as people in sportswear with sweaty faces headed out. My beautiful warrior was already dressed for the occasion, and my shorts and shirt would do for one session. 
 
    I led Tala through the automatic doors that opened out into the standard gym section. The climbing walls were in another area of the building further back, but Tala’s icy eyes darted back and forth as we walked past treadmills and stair machines. The noise of the machines must have been pretty startling for someone that had never seen a gym before. 
 
    “What are all these people doing?” Tala asked quietly.  
 
    “Training,” I said. “These machines are all to keep you fit and healthy.” 
 
    “Why can’t they run outside?” Tala hissed as she stared at a girl who was sprinting like her life depended on it. 
 
    “Some people prefer it inside.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t get as hot, and you can jump in the shower after. There’s a range of machines, too. That means you can have a varied workout, but I never use this place for much other than the climbing walls.” 
 
    Tala nodded slowly, but she spent some time prowling around an empty cross-trainers suspiciously. She prodded the handlebars and grew even more confused as she watched the pedals move. 
 
    I eventually managed to lead her through the next set of automatic doors to the climbing room, and her eyes widened all over again.  
 
    There were several different sections for various ages, but it was almost empty since it was early in the day. A family was in the kids’ section with their children, and two young guys were free climbing in the intermediate area. 
 
    I led Tala over to the difficult area for bouldering where you didn’t need to wear safety harnesses. If we were just getting some exercise in, then that would be more than enough to get our muscles working. Tala bounced happily on the giant fall mats as she inspected the wall closely.  
 
    I felt fucking high with happiness to have my new favorite person in one of my favorite hangout spots. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s warm up here, and then we can practice some fighting afterwards.” 
 
    “Earth people are strange,” Tala said as she stared at the family. “If they want their children to climb, why not put them up a tree?” 
 
    “That might be cruel,” I snorted. “Those are the walls I started practicing on.” 
 
    Tala stared up at the top of the wall and sniffed curiously. I could sense her intrigue and confusion from our connection, and I couldn’t wait to teach her something she might not know. 
 
    “You’ve only had this body for a few days,” I said. “But we’ve already seen how much of a badass you are with it. Do you think you could give this a try? It’s all about finding the right grip and trusting your balance.” 
 
    “I can do it.” Tala nodded, and I loved her confidence. 
 
    “You’ll be awesome.” I grinned. “If I found myself in a new body, I would have nowhere near the abilities you do. Your warrior spirit really shines through just as much as it does in wolf form.” 
 
    Tala glowed from the compliment as she studied the wall like it was her prey. She stalked back and forth as she inspected it so intensely, I could just picture a thick wolf tail swishing behind her. 
 
    I would never normally throw a newbie into a climb this tricky, but she was literally born for physical activity. Her starter level would be any normal person’s most difficult level. 
 
    “I want to watch you first,” Tala said as she finally stopped prowling. 
 
    “Sure.” I grinned. “Let me put my bag in a locker over there, and we’ll get started.” 
 
    I quickly trotted over to the lockers designated for people who only came in here to climb, and I locked my bag of loot away before pocketing the key and returning to Tala. 
 
    I stretched out my limbs as I studied the wall and quickly spotted the path I wanted to take. Then I grabbed onto my first hold and started to nimbly work my way up. My legs still burned from the temple raid, but nowhere near as badly as they had the night before. I wasn’t in proper climbing shoes, but my sneakers did the trick well enough. 
 
    There wasn’t a huge height to climb in the area without harnesses, so I only took a minute to reach the top. I glanced down to see Tala sending me one of her wild smiles that lit up her icy eyes. Then I shuffled back down a few steps before I dropped onto the bouncy matt. 
 
    “Very fast.” Tala said with an impressed nod. “You didn’t climb that fast when the snakes were at your feet.” 
 
    “That climb was ten times harder,” I snorted. “Your turn.” 
 
    Tala stepped up to the wall and pushed her golden hair back as she eyed the holds.  
 
    “Just take your time,” I said. “Don’t worry if you slip, the ground is super soft.” 
 
    The warrior nodded as she wriggled her fingers and swung her foot up to the first rest. She grabbed onto the wall with her hands and grunted as she hauled herself up. I watched carefully and was ready to offer help without crowding her. She had suffered through a lifetime of being told what to do, and I was going to give her all the freedom she needed. 
 
    Tala quickly pulled herself up three holds before she hesitated and glanced between her next options. Her golden waves tumbled from left to right as she moved her head in confusion. 
 
    “Take the red one,” I said as I watched her. “That’s going to be easier than the blue.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can reach that one,” she said as her arms shook from hanging onto the same spot. 
 
    “Yeah you can,” I said confidently. “It’s just within your arm’s reach. You can do it. I believe in you completely.” 
 
    Tala let out a low snarl of effort as she swung her hand up and just managed to grab onto the red hold. I cheered as she hauled herself up, and I was blessed with the delightful view of her sculpted ass above me. She managed to claw her way up a few more steps before one of her feet slipped very slightly, and she chose to leap back down onto the mat into a controlled crouch. 
 
    “That was awesome.” I grinned as I grabbed her waist. “I knew you would be amazing at this.” 
 
    Tala glowed with pride as she pressed her lips against mine in a loving kiss. That spark of heat flowed through me as I stroked her arm and forced myself not to get carried away. We could have that kind of fun again soon enough. 
 
    “So,” Tala said. “Why is this the way that you trained to get strong? There are so many ways to build muscles, but why climbing?” 
 
    “Because it’s fun,” I laughed. “I didn’t know it was going to be a helpful tool for avoiding snakes, but I’m grateful it turned out that way.” 
 
    “Fun,” Tala said, and her eyes drifted back to the young family. 
 
    The two kids screeched with laughter as their parents guided their hands on the wall, and Tala’s face softened into a smile. She went from being a prowling wolf to a puppy sitting beside a fire as her plump lips curved upward. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever done anything just for fun before,” she said. “Everything was always a training session or a puzzle to solve before time ran out. There’s always been a reason for me to be doing something.” 
 
    “There will still be plenty of high-risk situations.” I grinned. “But now you’ll have plenty of your life devoted to fun, too. Things that you want to do just because you get pleasure from doing them.” 
 
    “Like orgasms.” Tala nodded, and I snorted with laughter. 
 
    We took turns scaling the free-climbing wall until Tala could do it right up to the top. The climbing area started to fill up as the afternoon rolled in, and we were both glowing with sweat when we decided to end our session. 
 
    “I like climbing.” Tala smiled as she jumped down from her last turn. “It feels good to practice things just for fun, but we should practice our fighting moves next.” 
 
    I could sense how excited she was to work on our skills as a team, and I kissed her cheek lovingly before I laced my fingers between hers. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said. “Come on, we’ll head back into the gym.” 
 
    More people made their way over to the walls as I led my beautiful eidolon to the row of lockers. Then I grabbed my satchel and escorted Tala through the automatic doors. 
 
    The majority of the machines were fairly busy, but I spotted a good space in one of the studios where people would take their weights. 
 
    Several heads turned after Tala as we walked by, but she didn’t seem to care about the attention. 
 
    I stopped at the studio and grabbed a few floor mats for us to claim our space. It was probably going to look like we were training for the weirdest stage combat class ever, but I didn’t care. Learning new moves could help me beat more traps inside the temples, and I wanted to have every chance of making it out as I could get. That was worth looking kind of insane to my fellow gymgoers. 
 
    There was a speaker blaring out dance music right above us, so I wasn’t worried about anyone hearing our bizarre conversations. 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned as I faced Tala and put my satchel down in a safe nook beside us. “What do you think is going to help me in Fablewild?” 
 
    My stunning warrior paced around me like I was a rabbit she was about to catch. She smirked as she studied my body and bit her lip seductively.  
 
    “I love looking at you,” she growled quietly. “Strong, fast, handsome. The perfect master.” 
 
    “You’re going to give me an ego problem.” I grinned. “Tell me what I need to work on.” 
 
    Tala stopped prowling and studied me seriously for a moment.  
 
    “You swing your whole body when you use your mallet,” she said. “If you keep your feet more grounded then it would have more power. Put all the effort into your arms, and you will stand your ground more firmly. Monsters can knock you over easier if you’re already flopping around.” 
 
    I nodded as I logged that information in my mind and waited for my eidolon to think of some more notes. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to use your dagger more,” she said. “Getting close to the monsters can kill them faster than staying at arm’s length all the time. I had one master who perfected a slide and slit.” 
 
    “A what?” I frowned. 
 
    “It’s when you slide when they least suspect it,” Tala said. “And use your blade to slaughter them simultaneously.” 
 
    “Sliding on stone ground sounds like a good way to tear up my legs,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm,” Tala said as she tilted her head. “That’s a good point, he did have specially made knee pads. Maybe we can find you some next time we go to a market. But you should practice dropping down and back at least. That’s always helpful when something huge swings for you, and you don’t have room to move anywhere.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Look,” Tala said as she came closer. “Pretend to swing at me slowly, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    I glanced around and hoped that anyone watching could see this was obviously choreographed as I prepared to aim my arm. Then I slowly brought my hand toward Tala, and she bent backward like her spine was made of fucking rubber. She flung herself back and then onto her knees in one swift motion while bringing her own hand around and into the base of my spine. 
 
    “There!” she said triumphantly. “I dodged your attack and drove a sword into your back! You’re dead!” 
 
    “Shit,” I snorted. “That’s no way to treat your master.” 
 
    “Your turn!” Tala laughed as she straightened up. “Let’s see how fast you can double down.” 
 
    She brought her arm around slowly, and I tried not to feel stupid as I bent backward. Something cracked slightly, but I managed to dive down fast enough onto my knees. It was nowhere near the limbo style bend that Tala had shown, but it was enough for me to miss her arm. Then I lightly slapped just above her butt and resisted the urge to squeeze her cheeks. 
 
    We practiced a few more times until I was able to duck down way faster with much less difficulty. I managed to tune out the droning sounds of machines and music as I pictured the trolls and Venus flytraps we had battled. That was when my movements started to really flow, and I pushed past any sense of embarrassment to master my falls.  
 
    Tala showed me a few moves that she thought I could pull off, and we attracted a few confused looks as we practiced fighting. But I didn’t care about anything other than our training. The bond between us was electric as we moved back and forth like flowing water. We were both pink-faced and glowing by the end of it, and I was looking forward to a joint shower when we got home. I was pleased with how well my fitness was holding up, but our session had made me realize that I should make sure to squeeze in more practice whenever I was back on Earth. My mind had saved me multiple times with various puzzles, and the physical aspect of the raids was just as important. 
 
    I grabbed some waters from the vending machine before we strolled out of the gym as late afternoon rolled in, and the sun blazed down onto the red buildings around us. There was a slight breeze that was welcome on my flushed face, and Tala’s glorious hair danced around her sharp face. 
 
    “I’m starving,” I said. “Why don’t we grab some food after we check out the jewelers. I’m dying to find out how much my haul is worth, and we can celebrate with dinner afterward.” 
 
    “That sounds good.” Tala nodded as she pressed the cold bottle to her temple. “You can decide if temple raiding is worth the money you get.” 
 
    She grinned at me widely, and I pulled her close to whisper into her ear. 
 
    “This is our life now,” I said gently. “Raiding temples together, fighting monsters, and having tons of amazing sex. I would choose that life even if it didn’t put a cent in my pocket.” 
 
    Tala responded by nuzzling into my neck as we made our way around the curve of the street. Her warm body radiated affection, and I couldn’t wait to get her home later for another kind of physical exertion.  
 
    “Do you think that man is really living up on the mountain all day?” she asked as she glanced up over the rooftops.  
 
    “I have no clue,” I sighed. “He seemed pretty serious about it. Have you ever come across adventurers who seem… strange. Like, strange in an Earthly way?” 
 
    “Other than you?” Tala grinned. “No.” 
 
    It was hard to worry too much about the guy camping on the mountains when I had fought monsters ten times the size of a human. But there was definitely something weird about the way he was coming for me so intensely. 
 
    And somehow tracking me like a damn bloodhound.  
 
    I put it out of my mind as we finally reached the small jewelers that I had only been inside of a couple times before. 
 
    A bell rang when we stepped inside to find we were the only customers. There were four display cases with brooches, watches, and some antique necklaces. The red carpet made the small store seem brighter, and there was a man in his fifties typing on a laptop at the register. He had white hair and round glasses that magnified his eyes to twice their size. 
 
    “Afternoon!” he said brightly as we approached. “What can I do for you? Are you here to browse?” 
 
    “I was actually looking to sell,” I said as I opened my satchel. “Maybe not right away, but I was hoping that you could give me a rough estimate for some things that I found in a family home.” 
 
    “Of course,” the man said as he pushed his glasses further up his nose. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    I took out the leather pouch and carefully laid it down on the counter. The man gently took out the bars of gold first and gasped as he unwrapped each of them. It was insane to think that those bars had literally traveled from another world to end up in Asheville, and I was relieved that he didn’t immediately spot anything weird about them. 
 
    “Very nice,” he chuckled. “Why on Earth did your family members have these? Most people don’t keep chunks of gold sitting around their houses.” 
 
    “They were very eccentric.” I shrugged. “It was my grandparents.” 
 
    The man muttered to himself as he inspected each bar before he pulled out the bag of gems. His eyes widened as he hurriedly grabbed a glove from his pocket and slipped it on. Then he carefully picked up one of the red gems and held it up to the light. His jaw fell open as his eyes bulged so wide that he looked kind of freaky through his glasses. I didn’t know anything about gems, but he was clearly excited about what he was looking at. 
 
    “That’s a pretty cool ruby,” I said. “Fairly big… There’s a bunch of them in there if you like them.” 
 
    The old man blinked at me as he lowered the gem, and he peered over his glasses with a look of disbelief. 
 
    “Young man,” he said slowly. “This is not a ruby. This is red beryl.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I wasn’t sure what that even was. “Is that… good?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to hear me as he went on to carefully sort through the pouch and count out how many red gemstones I had altogether. I glanced at Tala, and she shrugged as we waited for an answer from the man. After a few awkward minutes, he finally looked at me as he shook his head. 
 
    “It looks real,” he said. “Every bit of it. Completely pure.” 
 
    “The gold?” I asked. 
 
    “Never mind the gold!” he said with a wave of his hand. “The red beryl, boy! It’s all in perfect condition! Do you have any idea what this is worth?” 
 
    “Not a clue,” I said. “I thought it was a ruby, so that tells you how much I know about the subject.” 
 
    “This is one of the rarest stones in the world,” the man said quietly. “I have no idea how your grandparents managed to hold onto so much of it without ever being tempted to sell!” 
 
    He suddenly looked at me suspiciously and glanced at Tala, and I knew he was trying to figure out if we had stolen the gems. 
 
    “They were really ill for the last few years,” I sighed sadly. “My grandfather kept talking about the collections in his attic that would help me financially, but it was mostly old baseball cards. I thought he had just lost his memory until I found that pouch.” 
 
    Tala nodded seriously despite the confusion I could feel lingering from our connection. That seemed to be enough explanation for the old man, and he picked up the pouch again. 
 
    “I need to go and inspect these properly in the back,” he said. “Would you mind waiting here?” 
 
    “Not at all.” I smiled, hoping to come across nothing like a thief. “Take your time.” 
 
    The man sped off through a door behind him, and I heard him mutter to himself as he shuffled about on the other side. 
 
    “Did you know what it was?” I whispered as I turned to Tala, and she shook her head. 
 
    “We call it heart crystal,” she said quietly. “It’s valuable for us, but not that rare. I would have taken the gold over the rocks, but he doesn’t even seem to care about those bars.” 
 
    I realized he had left the gold sitting at the register, and that gave me an idea of how important my little stones really were. My heartbeat raced as I pictured paying my next rent bill with money I had earned from Fablewild, but I tried not to get too ahead of myself. He could just be getting excited over something worth a few bucks if he was a gemstone nerd. 
 
    Tala reached out and stroked my arm, and I knew she could probably sense my excitement just like I could sense her emotions. 
 
    The door behind the register creaked open again as the man shuffled out with a smile plastered over his face. 
 
    “Young man,” he said quietly. “I assure you I will give you a spectacular deal if you are willing to sell these to me. I’ve never had anything like this in my store, and rich tourists will come flocking!” 
 
    “How much?” I asked, and my throat felt dry. 
 
    “I can already promise you fifteen thousand for just two of these red beryl stones,” he said. “They run about two thousand dollars per carat, but I still have to make a good profit, so this is the best price I can give you. I’ll need to study the other gems before I can value them properly, and the rest of the red beryl will need to be measured more carefully as well. They are… rather large, you see.” 
 
    The breath left my lungs as I stared at the man and tried to process the number that had just come out of his mouth. Just two of my gems were going to get me fifteen grand? That was months of rent from just a portion of one temple trip, and the other red beryl stones were even larger.  
 
    Next time I could ask the market holders to pay me in nothing but red beryl. Or rather, heart crystal, as Tala called them.  
 
    A new life flashed before my eyes where I didn’t have to clock into a shitty job to make ends meet. I wouldn’t need to carefully save every penny from work that killed my soul just to keep a roof over my head. 
 
    My life as an adventurer had only just begun, and my future looked fucking amazing.
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 Chapter 13 
 
    I felt like I had drifted off into another dimension as the jeweler provided me with a contract to sign for my payment. He examined everything carefully and showed me his records for the fair amount of pay for each item. The gold bars were the only trouble we ran into since they weren’t marked, and apparently he wasn’t keen on buying them. I was advised to keep a hold of them and find out where my grandparents could have gotten them before trying another seller. 
 
    But I decided to keep them as currency for Fablewild. It would be good to have wealth in the magical world if I ever needed it, and the rest of my haul had given me more than enough. 
 
    My total sum was enough to nearly knock me unconscious already. 
 
    The rest of the red beryl collection alone would fetch me just over sixty thousand dollars once he found buyers for all of it. He wanted to source truly reputable buyers for that collection first, and I couldn’t blame him. He’d probably build quite a reputation for himself since they were apparently extremely rare. 
 
    Either way, I was gonna be getting the fifteen thousand for the first two stones right away. And once he calculated the value of the other gems, my upfront total ended up coming to thirty-two thousand dollars. 
 
    My entire body felt slightly numb.  
 
    I carefully wrote down my bank account details for the transfer as I tried to process how fucking huge that number was.  
 
    Tala squeezed my hand as my heart thudded against my chest like a drum. This wasn’t just a couple of months’ rent. I had never had this much money in my life, and any lingering worries about future employment melted away. This was all I needed to pay my rent for over a year, and it was only from one adventure. 
 
    With another sixty thousand on the way… 
 
    What if I completed another similar haul on my next trip?  
 
    The possibilities were endless, but then Tala gently nudged me to bring me back to the present. I realized the man had said something to me as he looked at me expectantly. He blinked at me through his huge glasses and tapped his pen on the counter. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I shook my head. “I drifted off for a moment there.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” the man chuckled. “I was just saying that I would personally love to be your first point of contact if you think you might find anything else in your grandparents’ home.” 
 
    Having one guy who was already interested in my loot could be a major plus. He already had the story about my grandparents and would hopefully not ask too many more questions if I came back with other treasures. I could tell he was thrilled to have those rare gems in his store, and I tried to shrug my shoulders as casually as possible. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “They had this huge estate full of weird stuff and locked boxes. It will probably take a year to sort through it all properly, and it’s just me, so I might bring things in every few weeks.” 
 
    “Of course,” the man said, and he looked as happy as I felt. “My name’s Edgar, by the way.” 
 
    “Colton.” I nodded. “This is Tala.” 
 
    I felt a rush of extreme warmth as I introduced my eidolon, and she smiled at our new business associate. Edgar handed me the receipt he had printed off for our transaction, and my hand shook slightly as I took it. 
 
    “It usually goes through instantly,” he said. “But of course allow three business days and all that official stuff. And I’ll be in contact with you as the rest of the red beryl sells. That will mean quite a few more deposits coming in for you.” 
 
    I nodded as I pictured the number in my modest bank account skyrocketing. 
 
    Again and again.  
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to say as my head spun. “It’s been great meeting you, and I’ll be sure to come back soon. I’m sure my grandparents have got loads of other stuff waiting to be found.” 
 
    “I very much hope so!” Edgar said happily. “I need to make a new display right away!” 
 
    I gave the man one last smile before I forced my feet to spin around and take me out of the small store. Tala followed behind me, and the fresh air snapped me back out of my daze. 
 
    “Holy fucking fuck,” I said as I stopped to face the beautiful wolf warrior. 
 
    Tala’s sharp cheekbones glowed under the sun as she flashed me a wild smile. The auburn in her hair stood out against the setting sun, and her icy eyes looked magical as the orange light reflected against them. 
 
    “This is real,” I said slowly. “I’ve just been paid more than I ever imagined for a treasure haul I got from a magical world. This is fucking unbelievable.” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair as Tala’s gorgeous smile widened. 
 
    “Welcome to the life of an adventurer,” she said with a sexy growl.  
 
    “I’m so happy I get to do this with you,” I said as I stroked her cheek gently. “How about we pick up some dinner on the way home? You can literally order whatever you want.” 
 
    Tala giggled as I pulled her close and kissed her neck before we linked hands and turned to walk back home. Every step felt like I was walking on air as I pictured all the things I could do with big money starting to roll in. Not having to worry about rent and bills was such a weight off my shoulders that I hadn’t even realized was there. I had been slowly preparing myself for sending out my resume after a few weeks, but that was no longer an issue.  
 
    All I had to do was prepare for my next temple raid, and I could have another year’s worth of rent at my disposal. Hell, I could move if I wanted to.  
 
    Maybe into one of those luxury apartments that properly overlooked the mountains and had a huge balcony. Or even a luxury cabin somewhere on the outskirts of the city, where it was quieter. I could treat Tala to anything she wanted. We could even go on vacation together somewhere hot and sunny.  
 
    “Colton,” Tala said. “Where are we going to get food? This place smells good.” 
 
    I snapped back to the present again and realized we were standing outside the local Indian place. It was a really great spot that I had eaten at a few times, and the family who ran it had won multiple awards for their cooking. Their meals were a little pricier than I was normally able to pay, but that wasn’t a problem anymore. 
 
    “Let’s go and get some food,” I said. “Whatever you want. Do you want to sit in or take it home?” 
 
    “Home.” Tala smiled. “I like being home with you.” 
 
    My heart felt like it was going to fucking burst as we walked into the restaurant and were hit with a wave of delicious smells. The place was busy as usual with tired tourists enjoying their food, and a young man greeted us at the reception desk. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said chirpily. “Table for two?” 
 
    “We were looking to take out actually,” I said, and he promptly produced two menus. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re ready to order,” he said, and we stepped aside to examine the options. 
 
    I read through everything to Tala, and her eyes lit up at almost every option. She had obviously never had any of the dishes before, but she insisted that she was very good with spicy food.  
 
    We ended up ordering way too much for just two people, but I didn’t care. I wanted to celebrate my new life, and I finally didn’t have to worry about money. That was an insane thought that didn’t quite feel real yet. I wondered how long it would take before it properly sunk in.  
 
    We stood and waited for the food to be prepared, and I watched all the people enjoying their meals. I used to envy everyone who could go out and buy dinner without carefully calculating the price beforehand. Now that was finally going to be my reality. It felt even better to know that I had worked my ass off to get there, too.  
 
    I had battled dangers that I never could have imagined to get my hands on those gems and gold bars. Even if my next haul was only worth half as much, I would be dealing with more money than I had ever dreamed of having.  
 
    Our food was ready surprisingly quickly, and we carried the two bags full of food out onto the street. I linked hands with my beautiful eidolon as we made our way back to the apartment. The sun set over Asheville as the breeze picked up, and the smell of our meal made my stomach growl.  
 
    I had a bounce in my step when we finally reached my building, and I opened the door into the stairwell to be greeted by the smell of mold. But even the shittiness of my home couldn’t bring me down.  
 
    We practically ran up the stairs and fell into the apartment with our mouths watering. 
 
    Tala took our bags over to the sofa while I grabbed plates and cutlery from the kitchen. The sun had fully set by the time we eagerly dug into the food, and I groaned with happiness as I ate. 
 
    “Mmm,” Tala moaned as she chewed on chicken jalfrezi. “This is delicious. What did you say this food was called?” 
 
    “It’s Indian food,” I said as I pulled out my cell. “It’s from another part of Earth.” 
 
    I showed her a map, and she nodded as she tore into a piece of naan bread. The food warmed my body and made me feel sleepy. Everything in life felt fucking perfect as I watched Tala enjoy her first Indian meal.  
 
    “I still can’t believe this is all real,” I said as I finally put down my fork. “Magic, temple raids, a badass eidolon woman.” 
 
    Tala grinned as she examined a container of korma and carefully picked out a piece of chicken. 
 
    “It feels like this is the way it’s meant to be,” she said gently. “This is my true purpose in life. To raid temples with you as my master and enjoy every moment of life with you.” 
 
    Hearing my eidolon say she was as happy as I was was all I needed. Even without the money, it would have been perfect. I couldn’t stop grinning as Tala sniffed her food curiously, and I glanced around the dingy apartment. 
 
    “I was thinking about what to buy first,” I said. “Once that money hits my account, that is. I’ve always been really careful with my spending, but I’m going to be able to treat us from now on.” 
 
    “What do you want to buy?” Tala asked. 
 
    “There’s a hell of a lot to upgrade,” I chuckled. “My TV is pretty small, which used to seem important, but now I think my priorities have shifted quite a bit. Like, I could do with some new hiking boots for our adventures. And more equipment for our temple raids. But I’m soon going to be able to think even bigger. I might be able to move into a new home soon enough.” 
 
    “Why?” Tala asked. “You already have a nice home.” 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “The furniture is all old and shabby, and it’s not even mine. Plus, the rooms are really small compared to other places.” 
 
    Tala shrugged as she glanced around, and I got a rush of excitement as I imagined showing her around one of the luxury apartments. The beautiful eidolon had spent so long inside her ring that she probably didn’t have much experience with how fancy homes could be. Even if her previous masters had luxury houses, she wouldn’t have spent any time inside them. 
 
    Tala had lived for so long without being treated as anything other than a guard dog, and I couldn’t wait to shower her with the treats she deserved. 
 
    Tiredness hit me hard as Tala finally put down her fork and admitted defeat against the feast.  
 
    We trekked into the bathroom for a brief but intimate shower together, and then we headed to the bedroom and stripped down before we climbed under the covers together. I pulled my beautiful eidolon close as my eyelids closed, and I drank in the sweet smell of her soft hair. Everything was fucking perfect. My life had suddenly become full of magic, adventure, and dangers that I would face to secure my treasure.  
 
    Having my wolf eidolon by my side every step of the way made it even better.  
 
    Tala’s body curled up perfectly into mine as sleep finally took over, and the beautiful eidolon was in every one of my dreams. 
 
    I woke up to the sound of movement in the living room, and I quickly sat upright before I realized it was Tala. The beautiful eidolon was already out of bed as the sky was still dark outside. I yawned as I glanced at my clock and saw that it was barely six AM. Any other day, I would have fallen right back asleep. But I wanted to get back to Fablewild as soon as possible. 
 
    My life was finally more exciting than my dreams.  
 
    I swung my legs out of bed and rubbed my eyes before I got up and pulled on some clothes. Then I strode into the living room to find Tala curled up on the sofa. She had another new set of workout clothes on, and the light-blue material clung to her body beautifully.  
 
    “Good morning.” I grinned. “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
    “Morning,” Tala said softly. “Sorry, I didn’t want to wake you up. I slept really well, but I was too excited to keep resting.” 
 
    “Excited?” I chuckled as I went into the kitchen to make coffee. “About our next raid?” 
 
    “Yes!” Tala said eagerly. “Fighting my way through temples with you is a whole new experience for me. It’s nothing like my life with my other masters who never listened to me. I actually can’t wait to face our next traps together…” 
 
    Her excitement was music to my ears as I poured my coffee and headed back into the living room. Knowing that she was just as hyped up as I was really filled me with adrenaline.  
 
    “Your phone was making buzzing noises,” Tala said as she pointed to my cell on the coffee table.  
 
    I sat down and took a sip of my coffee before I picked up my phone and groaned. 
 
    “It’s that guy,” I sighed. “I’ve got more alerts that he’s been posting on the forum.” 
 
    I swiped my screen to read the posts and saw that he had a new picture up. It was a photo of his tent right below the original waypoint, and he had yet another furious caption to go with it. 
 
    This is my home until I find you. I will hunt every inch of this mountain to find you and what you stole from me. I know you have to come back here, and I’ll be ready to find you. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “He says he knows I have to come back,” I muttered as I rubbed my temple. “That surely means that he knows what the portal does. He must have used it before.” 
 
    “That seems like his problem.” Tala shrugged. “He knew how important the box was, and he left it behind anyway.” 
 
    “Very true,” I sighed. “Do you think he raided a temple?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tala frowned. “If he earned some treasure, then that could be why he’s so angry, but I told you that I hadn’t heard of any new adventurers in my area who stood out as distinctly… Earth-like.” 
 
    “It’s possible that he didn’t meet anyone,” I said. “It seems that the portal opens at different locations each time, so maybe he was far away from where you could have heard of him.” 
 
    My mind wandered to my first experience in a temple, and I wondered if it was possible that this guy had also found an eidolon. Tala had said that there were hundreds of them, and people frequently killed to get their hands on one. That meant there was the tiniest possibility that this guy had also brought one back to Earth, and that did not sit right with me.  
 
    I had taken Tala here, but I could tell through his posts that this guy was irrational and unhinged. He clearly had some fucking anger issues, and I hated the idea of him taking that out on a warrior woman. But I tried to push that thought to the back of my mind since it was such a small chance of it being true.  
 
    “Are we going back early today?” Tala asked eagerly. “I feel so well rested and ready for a raid.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I grinned. “Because I feel exactly the same. I want to have some practice with my new weapon first, though.” 
 
    The silver-colored crossbow that leaned against my wall glinted as the first hint of sun peeked through the window. I knew I would need some time to get used to the weapon before I was confident enough to unleash it on Fablewild monsters, and I couldn’t wait to try it out.  
 
    There was so much wilderness around Asheville that would work great for practice. I knew the trails well enough to scope out the quiet spots that I had never seen anyone else at before. 
 
    There was a great clearing that I decided on that was only a short walk, but it was a seriously steep path that you had to bypass a bunch of thorn bushes to get to. It would work perfectly for target practice before we used the portal box. 
 
    We already knew that I could use the box at other points on the mountain. There was a chance that the portal box would work anywhere on Earth, but I was wary about the potential dangers of trying that. What if we ended up in some other world that neither of us knew? 
 
     I decided to stick to the basics until I had some more information about how exactly the box worked. Maybe that warlock who I had met would cross my path again. An old, magic dude felt like someone who could have answers about traveling through universes. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I drained my coffee. “It’s impossible to know what to pack, right? I assume there wasn’t any obvious correlation between the last two temples I ended up in?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of.” Tala frowned. “They were a fair distance from each other and had very different climates.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “That means I need to try and pack as light as possible, but prepare for anything.” 
 
    “Easy,” Tala laughed. “As long as you have your weapons, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    I put a hand on her thigh as I tried to work out the bare essentials of a mystery jungle run. It was so tempting to bring every single camping supply I owned to try and be prepared for anything. But that would weigh me down, and it was impossible to predict exactly what could come in handy.  
 
    Tala was right in that my weapons were the most valuable asset I could bring. Some food supplies, water, and maybe a length of rope. Being fast on my feet was one of the most important requirements for the temple traps, and I had to prioritize that over taking a bunch of heavy supplies. 
 
    I made us some toast and eggs to prepare us for the day, and I carefully packed protein bars along with dried fruit and a couple of water bottles. My mallet just fit inside the rucksack along with my dagger, and I debated bringing my pistol. On the one hand, it was just added weight that wouldn’t serve me well in the temples. But on the other hand, I still wanted to know if it would work outside of the magical buildings, just in the jungles instead. 
 
    So I added it in, just in case. 
 
    Then I carefully covered my crossbow with a couple of light shirts and tied it with elastic bands. It looked slightly weird, but it would do fine for the walk to the clearing. I tucked its sling beside it for use in the jungle, and then I straightened up once I was all set. 
 
    As usual, I still had my eidolon ring secure on my finger, and the thought made my nerves much steadier as we quietly made our way down the stairwell. We stepped outside just as the sun was rising over the red brick houses, and the air was warm already.  
 
    We didn’t see anyone else as I led the way toward the path I had in mind. I scanned the mountainsides for any sign of the camping guy, and Tala sniffed the air cautiously. But we didn’t find any clues that he was nearby as I led us up the trail that was already becoming a steep incline. Loose rocks were all around us since the path wasn’t well trodden, and weeds grew out of the crevices. We swung our legs over a low bush that crept onto the trail as the sun started to properly rise above us.  
 
    I kept quiet as I tried to listen for any hints of life around us until we reached the clearing that I had in mind. There was nothing but a steep rock face to our right, and a cluster of trees that would hide us from view all around the left. It was the perfect spot to practice shooting my brand-new weapon. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed as I swung my crossbow and bag from my shoulders. “Let’s fuck around a bit, shall we?” 
 
    “Have you ever used one of these before?” Tala asked as I slid the quiver from my pack. 
 
    “A few years ago.” I nodded. “Enough to know the basics, but I’ll need to remind myself of exactly what to do.” 
 
    I admired the beautiful silver of the weapon as I loaded up my first bolt. It was insane how light the whole thing felt even when I rested it on my shoulder and aimed. I picked out a tree right in front of the rock face as my target, which would have no chance of hitting any passersby. 
 
    Then I took a moment to focus on my stance as I made sure my weight was distributed evenly. I aimed right at the trunk of my chosen tree and took a deep breath before I pulled the trigger. 
 
    The bolt flew at the wood and scraped right past the side of it. It was a pretty good shot for my first time in a few years, but it needed work before I used it on any Fablewild monsters. 
 
    “If that was a goblin,” Tala sighed. “You would be dead.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I snorted as she threw me a playful grin. “Let’s see if I can become a goblin-killing pro before we enter the portal.” 
 
    I took another second to listen for any noises before I got back into position. The sun was rising quickly, and the golden light drenched our little clearing. I took a deep breath as I aimed again and concentrated on nothing but the bark of the tree.  
 
    Then I took my shot and watched the bolt go flying right into the very edge of the thick trunk. It wasn’t a perfect shot, but it stuck in enough to count as a fictional kill in my eyes. 
 
    “That was better.” Tala nodded as she crossed her arms. “Maybe we will survive a goblin attack after all. But you need to improve. Go on. Continue trying.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled as I reloaded, but then I paused the moment my eyes moved back to the tree. 
 
    “Where did the bolt go?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Hmm?” Tala glanced around for a moment, but then her brow furrowed deeply. “Curious… It was embedded in that tree only a moment ago.” 
 
    The wolf-woman prowled forward, and I darted my eyes around as an anxious sweat broke out on my palms. 
 
    I had been sure we were alone. 
 
    So where the fuck had the bolt gone? 
 
    Tala sniffed a few times as she circled the tree. Then she strayed a bit further beyond it as she surveyed the ground for a few minutes. 
 
    “The other bolt is gone as well,” she announced. “But no one besides us has been here. I suggest you check your quiver.” 
 
    “My… huh?” I blinked and glanced down at my quiver. Then my jaw nearly unhinged. “Hooooly christ on a cracker.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” Tala chuckled. 
 
    “Look at this!” I pulled my quiver off and held it out to her, but she strolled over pretty damn casually for someone who had been just as confused as me a moment before. “They’re back in the quiver! Both of them… They just… appeared there?” 
 
    “Yes, that makes more sense.” Tala nodded as she reached me. 
 
    “Does it?” I scoffed. 
 
    “An eidolon’s weaponry is rarely as simple as it appears,” she told me. “This hare’s crossbow is clearly enchanted to return its bolts to the user. This is quite a nice find.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I laughed a little hysterically. “Damn, I thought it wouldn’t do anything magical unless I was the Mist Hare’s master.” 
 
    “This is a rather trivial bit of magic.” Tala smirked and crossed her arms. “The true enchantments of this bow are certainly far more impressive than a simple bolt retrieval spell, but it’s sweet that you find it so incredible.” 
 
    I sighed and raked a hand through my hair as the ancient warrior simply looked at me in amusement. 
 
    The fact that any magic was trivial to her made my mind reel, but I was beyond stoked to find out some weapons in Fablewild had super useful perks to them. Even without the proper eidolon on hand. 
 
    Damn, I bet they were unbelievably powerful when the right eidolon was around, then. 
 
    I tried my best to shake off my utter shock, but my grin only spread wider and wider as we continued practicing with the crossbow, and it was one of the most fun mornings of my whole life. Tala prowled the perimeter of the clearing while I practiced shooting again and again. My technique grew stronger with every shot, and I was eventually shooting directly into the center of the tree. 
 
    And every damn time, the bolt would magically reappear in my quiver without me even seeing how it happened.  
 
    It felt so effortless to work with the eidolon crossbow, and I could only imagine how smooth it would feel if I somehow became master of the Mist Hare Eidolon. But I was deliriously happy with Tala, and no promise of an even more magical weapon would ever make me sacrifice her. I could only hope that one day I would find her specialized items as well. 
 
    I checked my cell to see it was just after nine when I finally decided I had perfected my technique enough. Sweat dripped down my brow as I carefully set down the crossbow and started to rearrange my supplies. I moved the mallet to the attachment on my belt along with my dagger and quiver. Then I adjusted the rucksack on my shoulder, attached the crossbow’s sling, and got it situated as well so I could comfortably move my arms. 
 
    I held the portal box in my hand as I took a moment to breathe in the fresh air. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Tala asked as her icy eyes continued to dart between the trees. 
 
    “Fucking unstoppable.” I grinned. “I just want to see which temple we’re going to take on together next.” 
 
    Tala prowled up to me and smiled as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. 
 
    “I can’t wait to work together again,” she said huskily. “That bond that we’ve built is going to guide us through any temple we come across. My master will protect me, and I will protect my master.” 
 
    “I love you,” I said gently. “This is going to be a fucking epic adventure, and there’s nobody else I would rather do it with.” 
 
    We kissed passionately as the sun warmed the back of my neck, and birds started to chirp nearby.  
 
    “Time for some adventuring.” I grinned as Tala pulled back. “You want to go back into the ring?” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” the eidolon said. “We don’t want anyone trying to rob you before we’ve even gotten to the temple.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you.” I smiled. “I can still feel you guiding me inside the ring, but I like seeing your beautiful face.” 
 
    “I’ll have a slightly different face next time you see me,” Tala chuckled. “But I’ll love you just as much.” 
 
    She took a step back and pushed her golden hair over her shoulder. I took a second to admire how fucking magical she looked as the morning sun glowed behind her through the trees. 
 
    Tala smiled at me with her wild eyes, and I grinned as I flicked my wrist in her direction. Then light erupted from the ring as misty clouds shot out from the ruby. Tala’s whole form was covered in the ghostly tendrils as her body contorted in a flash. She flew back into the gem with the eerie mist, and I was left alone in the clearing.  
 
    But I could feel her presence stronger than ever as I looked down at the box in my hand. I did one final sweep to make sure I was alone before I braced myself for the violent tornado that awaited me.  
 
    “Let’s do this,” I muttered, and I swung the portal box lid open. 
 
    The sudden force that threw me into the air was just as shocking as the first time it had happened. Light enveloped me as I forced my limbs tightly into my body. Intense wind spun me around so much that I was dizzy in seconds, and I tried to brace myself for landing amid the chaos. 
 
    Every inch of my skin stung when I was finally flung to the ground with a thud. My body ached as I clutched the portal box tightly against my chest and lay on my front.  
 
    The air was less humid than my previous jungle exploration, and I took a second to catch my breath before I pushed myself up. My eyes needed a moment to adjust before I realized that I was surrounded by liquid. I was standing on a small area of thick grass that was only a few yards wide and long. There was deep, gray water all around me that sloshed between thick trees. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I looked around. “I’m on a fucking island.” 
 
    This is going to be tough, Tala said. But you can do it. 
 
    It took a second for me to realize what the fuck had just happened. 
 
    “Tala…?” I swung my hand up to look at the ring. Then I spun around to make sure Tala hadn’t somehow slipped out during the whirlwind, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Colton, her voice said slowly. Can you… hear me? 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed as I stared down at the ruby.

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 


 Chapter 14 
 
    Tala’s voice sounded as clear as if she had been standing right beside me, and I could still sense her emotions just as strongly as ever.  
 
    “Hoooly shit!” I said excitedly as I held the ruby up. “I can hear you!” 
 
    I can’t believe this is happening, Tala said huskily. This shouldn’t even be possible. I have to be the first eidolon to ever have this bond with her master. It must be because of our lovemaking.  
 
    “Damn,” I whistled. “That was some seriously powerful sex…” 
 
    Tala’s laughter rippled through my mind, and I chuckled as well until another thought occurred to me. 
 
    Could she hear me in silent conversation now, too? 
 
    Tala? I said tentatively in my mind. 
 
    Nothing happened, but after a long moment of silence, I felt my eidolon’s confusion flickering in my veins. 
 
    Colton, she murmured. Are you alright? 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry,” I quickly answered. “I was just trying to talk to you in my head, too. Obviously that didn’t work but who fucking cares?” 
 
    I laughed as I spun around on the island. 
 
    “We are going to be unstoppable!” I cheered. “I can’t believe I can hear you in this form! We are going to kick ass!” 
 
    Colton, Tala said hurriedly. Watch your step. This is not a safe place. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and glanced around at the gray water that surrounded me. The excitement of being able to speak to Tala had overshadowed the fact I was surrounded by water. I eyed the surface warily as something bubbled a few feet away. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I cleared my throat. “Time to get serious.” 
 
    Tala giggled in a voice that lit up my soul, and I couldn’t stop the grin that spread over my face. I felt like a schoolboy with the biggest crush in the world, and it took all of my effort to focus back on the task at hand. 
 
    There were thick vines that hung from the tallest branches around me, and blue moss grew along the tree trunks. Giant lily pads with lilac flowers sprouting from them floated on the surface. I realized it was the first time the temperature had been relatively cool in Fablewild, and the sun breaking through the canopy shone through a layer of thin clouds. 
 
    The island was mostly muddy grass with no signs of previous life, but there was also no obvious way to actually get off.  
 
    “Do I have to swim?” I muttered as I eyed the water. “I’m a strong swimmer, but there has to be some kind of fucked-up wildlife in there.” 
 
    This is the Floating Jungle, Tala said. Colton, this is the deadliest place you’ve been to yet. The Floating Temple is legendary for how many lives it has taken. 
 
    There was a serious wariness in her voice that told me I was going to have my work cut out for me this time. I had a feeling getting to the temple might be just as difficult as the traps inside. 
 
    We’ll need to pass through Pearlfall, Tala said as if she had read my thoughts. The temple is on the west of the town, and we’re on the east. 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly as I studied my surroundings. “Is there a magical boat that’s going to appear for a brave adventurer? Or am I about to have to climb trees like a fucking monkey.” 
 
    I’ve never heard of the magical boat, Tala said teasingly. So I think it’s climbing time. 
 
    “Yeahhh, I figured,” I sighed as I looked carefully at the closet trees. “How strong do you think those vines are?” 
 
    Incredibly strong, Tala answered without hesitation. They have to be able to hold water slugs when they come up to spawn. 
 
    “I hated every part of that sentence,” I chuckled. “How big are those slugs?” 
 
    Bigger and heavier than you, Tala said, and I wrinkled my face in disgust. 
 
    I tried not to think about monster slugs as I eyed the route I would need to take across the trees. Luckily they were all tightly packed, and the long branches were incredibly thick like the vines. 
 
    “How long does the water go on for?” I asked as I peered into the distance. “Is there any ground in this place? Or am I going to end up swimming? Dammit, I should have brought swimming shorts.” 
 
    The water areas here are large, Tala said. There is regular ground further on, though. This is just one of the lake sections of the jungle, but it won’t last forever. 
 
    There was a cluster of trees around the island that I could start off with, and my eyes kept going back to the vines. Climbing across the branches of the trees was risky, even if they did look thick enough to hold me. My mind kept going back to the possibility of swinging with the dangling plants. It would be so much faster, and I couldn’t shake the thought that it would be seriously fucking fun. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I swung my pack off and set it gently on the ground. “Before we launch into this super dangerous adventure, I have one test I want to run. The gun you saw me checking on before didn’t work inside a temple, but I want to see if it will work out here, without the magic of the temple impeding anything.” 
 
    If you think it necessary, Tala replied. 
 
    “I do,” I chuckled as I pulled out my pistol and prepared to fire it into the distance.  
 
    I grimaced as I recalled the fate of the last bullet that tried to make it out of this barrel. I just hoped my pistol survived as well as it had last time. 
 
    “I’m so sorry if this is a dumb idea,” I muttered. 
 
    You don’t need to apologize to me, Tala said with amusement clear in her tone. 
 
    “Not you,” I sighed. “The gun.” 
 
    Then I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Once again, my wrist nearly snapped as smoke sizzled out of the barrel, followed closely by yet another melted bullet. 
 
    “Jesus,” I groaned. “Alright, never again. Understood.” 
 
    I felt like I should buy my poor pistol dinner or something after pulling that stunt again, but for now, I just cleared out the barrel, removed the ammo, and tucked her safely back inside my pack. 
 
    Once I had it on my back, I strode up to the first tree and tried to shake off the last couple of minutes. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “I’m going to see if I can use the vines to travel between the trees. Does that sound insane?” 
 
    Yes, Tala said. But I think it could work. 
 
    “That’s the support I need.” I grinned as I scanned the rough bark for footholds that would get me up to the higher branches. 
 
    Then I made sure my rucksack was secure before I started to climb. The wood scratched my palms as I quickly scaled the trunk, and I easily made my way up to the first cluster of branches. They stuck out and twisted almost over to the next tree a couple of feet away, and green vines twisted around like snakes. 
 
    “I hope this works,” I muttered as I carefully reached over to grab the nearest vine. 
 
    The plant was weirdly sturdy as if it was made from actual rope. I gripped it in my hand as I sat on my branch and eyed the rest of the journey. There wasn’t far to swing, but the gray water looked so ominous below. I could just picture giant slugs wriggling about waiting for a snack.  
 
    Be careful, Tala said quietly. You do not want to fall in the water. 
 
    I glanced down at the gray liquid and knew that she was right. Then I wrapped my limbs around the vine as I perched on the branch and prepared for one of the craziest things I had done in a while. 
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered, and I dropped off of my perch.  
 
    I gripped the vine tightly as I swung down right over the gray water, and adrenaline coursed through me as I swung toward the next tree. The branches came at me fast, but I was ready. I reached out with one hand and grabbed onto the rough bark just as the vine was about to start falling back.  
 
    Tala’s excitement and pride radiated through our bond as I grunted and hauled myself onto the second tree.  
 
    “Yes!” I hissed as I let the vine fall from my hands. “I didn’t know moving like Tarzan would feel so fucking awesome.” 
 
    Is he one of your friends? Tala asked curiously. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “He’s a character from fiction. Okay, let’s keep this shit going!” 
 
    My confidence in the plan was already doubled as I shuffled around to the next branch. I gripped an even thicker vine and eyed the distance to the nearest tree. 
 
    Then I took a breath before I swung once more. The second tree was even easier to slide onto, and I had definitely found one of the funnest ways to travel through the jungle. 
 
    I started to get into a solid routine of swinging and grabbing, and I felt alive with the rush of being back in the throes of adventuring. Tala’s confidence in my ability shone through our connection, too, as I speedily made my way over the gray waters. 
 
    There was a deep bubbling below at one point, but nothing ever came to the surface. That was more than fine with me, and I was more than happy to get to the city without meeting any of the local wildlife. 
 
    I finally saw an end to the gray waters as I grabbed onto another thick branch. The liquid stopped very abruptly just below me and became solid ground once more. Then I shimmied around to the far side of the tree trunk and quickly climbed down as grainy wood scratched my fingers. My feet finally touched down, and I had never been so grateful to feel grass before. 
 
    That was amazing, Tala said. I’ve never seen anyone do that… Your climbing training came into play again. 
 
    “It was pretty fun.” I grinned. “I told you climbing was a good skill to have. Okay, let’s keep going!” 
 
    I carefully arranged the weapons on my belt before I started to trek through the rest of the jungle. The grass had a strange hint of blue, and most of the plant life was cold colored with deep purples, greens, and turquoise. Silver butterflies fluttered overhead and reflected the purple flowers on their wings.  
 
    It was an incredibly beautiful jungle, but I kept one hand on my mallet as I walked. Tala was a good example of just how deadly pretty things could be. 
 
    We’re not far from the town, my eidolon said, and it was still crazy to hear her disembodied voice. The people will be very excited to see you. They love adventurers and know how deadly their temple is. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to prepare for the raid?” I asked. “Anything that I can stock up on?” 
 
    I can’t really say for sure, Tala said. You already know there are many endless tasks and paths in the temples, but I know we can handle whatever is waiting for us. 
 
    “We’ll need to make sure to approach from the east,” I said. “Maybe the northeast.” 
 
    You’re feeling bold, Tala chuckled.  
 
    “I’ve already done two temples.” I grinned. “I don’t even know what level of difficulty I got with them, so let’s crank this shit up to the second easiest route.” 
 
    Easy is not the word to use, Tala snorted. Every path you choose has the potential to destroy you, but this temple has no idea how powerful its next adventurer is. 
 
    I could feel her confidence shining, and I loved how connected we were as a team. My beautiful eidolon was going to be by my side as we navigated the Floating Temple, and that was all the encouragement I needed. 
 
    But I did wonder about the extent of her abilities. She seemed so impossibly badass to me, and I felt like I would never stop wanting to learn more about how eidolons worked in this strange and magical world. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering about your powers,” I said as I swatted an orange fly away. “You’re a spirit, and you look so… ghostly when you’re in wolf form.” 
 
    Yes? Tala chuckled.  
 
    “Can you move like a ghost?” I asked eagerly. “You seem so solid when you fight, but your form is all floaty and silent. Can you walk through walls or anything like that?” 
 
    Floaty, Tala repeated with a hint of amusement. Yes, my mana sort of wraps around my physical form when I’m out of the ring. I can’t walk through walls, but I do have powers that have been stifled for centuries. 
 
    My imagination lit up at her words, but I could hear the closed-off hesitation in her voice. It reminded me of the guarded way she had spoken when we first met. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked gently as I walked under a tree that had purple flowers sprouting out of cracks in the trunk. 
 
    I am the Wolf of Dusk, Tala said after a moment. There are abilities woven into my mana that have been stifled from years of misuse. Not bonding spirits properly has its consequences, for more than just the master. It’s like having a muscle you never get to stretch out. There are capabilities within me that I have never even experienced yet because my previous masters never embraced me enough to release them. 
 
    “What kind of powers do you mean?” I asked eagerly. “What will it take to unleash them?” 
 
    It varies with each eidolon, Tala said. My powers are linked to both my mana, and my individual title. Red mana is driven, loyal, and fiery. I can almost feel it waiting to be released to its full extent, but I’ve never had the chance before. 
 
    “That’s fucking crazy,” I muttered as I reached into my bag to take a swig of water. “If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know. I want you to become everything you’re meant to be.” 
 
    You’re already doing more than enough, Tala said softly. This is the first time I’ve been vaguely aware of those buried powers circling in my mana. I think just being with you is starting to bring them to the surface. 
 
    “Whoa.” I grinned. “This is so fucking cool… Why didn’t you mention this before?” 
 
    I didn’t want to disappoint you, Tala said with a sadness that broke my heart. Knowing that I haven’t fully harnessed my powers feels like weakness. Like a lacking within my spirit. I dislike it more than you can possibly imagine. 
 
    “Tala,” I said firmly. “Nothing you could do would ever disappoint me. You amaze me every single day, and we’re going to work out how to strengthen those hidden powers. You deserve to achieve your full potential, and we’ll get you there.” 
 
    I could feel the happiness radiating from Tala as she let out a low growl of approval. 
 
    “Sooo,” I said. “That means you definitely can’t float through walls right now?” 
 
    I’m afraid not, Tala laughed. But I’ll let you know if that suddenly becomes an option. 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. “Then you can just run through every temple room and grab the artifacts for me. Easy.” 
 
    A charming thought, but that’s not how it works, Tala said smugly. Artifacts can only be claimed by adventurers. Eidolons are spirits to help you through the temple, but it must be our masters who claim the final treasure. That is how ancient magic has always been woven. You must gain your own rewards, Colton. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What would happen if you grabbed it?” 
 
    A number of things, Tala said grimly. With my past unimpressive masters, I’ve had the delightful experience of being sent to fetch several artifacts. Some disintegrate between my teeth, some just won’t budge, and some wake evil beasts within the temples that inevitably shred the pathetic adventurers into little bloody pieces. 
 
    “Noted,” I sighed as I tried to get that gruesome imagery out of my head. “Soooo, any idea what these hidden powers could be?” 
 
    I’m not sure yet, Tala said with her confident tone back intact. But I can’t wait to find out with you. I can feel myself getting stronger every moment that we’re together. I bet that’s the key for unleashing the deepest parts of my powers. 
 
    The rush of love I felt from her warmed every inch of my body as I continued to follow Tala’s guidance through the jungle, and my mind raced with all the possibilities of what she could be capable of. Was having me as a master really enough to awaken whatever had been buried deep within her mana? I could tell that our bond had already strengthened us individually, so I had a feeling we had just scraped the surface of Tala’s abilities. 
 
    All of the trees around me started to become more sparse as the ground sloped downward. I spotted smoke floating into the air ahead and knew that we must be reaching the edge of the jungle. 
 
    Then the trees finally parted, and I saw a wide river that circled around a stone wall. It was like a moat that curved around the town and protected it from danger. There was a gray stone bridge that led over to a closed gate, and I hurried around the water toward it. There were two watchtowers on either side of the gate with very thin windows carved into the stone. I had no doubt that someone would be watching from those slits at all times to make sure jungle beasts didn’t find their way over. 
 
    “These places really don’t fuck around with security,” I said as I approached the bridge.  
 
    There are dangerous creatures in every jungle, Tala said solemnly. Unprotected cities never last. Anyone with sense will have heavy fortifications at all angles. 
 
    I reached the bridge and peered up to the watchtowers before I made my way over the water. The murky liquid was covered in green algae, and I could see the shadow of something swimming underneath. 
 
    “Is that a water slug?” I asked warily, and Tala snorted. 
 
    Forget the slugs, she hissed with a barely-concealed laugh. 
 
    “Halt!” a male voice called from above, and I looked up at the watchtowers. 
 
    A man with a thick, brown beard and silver chainmail appeared behind the left turret. He clutched a spear and eyed me suspiciously as he peered down. 
 
    “State your business,” he said. “What brings you to Pearlfall?” 
 
    “Hello!” I called. “My name’s Colton, and I’m an adventurer. I was hoping to stop by the market before I went to the Floating Temple.” 
 
    My ruby glinted under the sunlight, and the guard gasped. 
 
    “We’ve heard of you!” he cried. “Come in! Come in!” 
 
    I furrowed my brow in utter confusion at this, but a spark of unbridled pride shot through me from Tala, and it sent heat racing along my spine. 
 
    Had I seriously gained a reputation in this world already? 
 
    There was a creaking sound as the man vanished back into the enclosed section of the tower, and the gate swung open for me. I hurried inside and heard the gate close right behind me as soon as I entered the city. 
 
    Pearlfall was alive with deep tones of colors, and I tried to take in as much of it as I could. The buildings were made of stone that glinted with flecks of purple, and the windows all had a blue tint in the glass. There were no cobbles, but the paths were made of packed down sand that had tiny white shells spaced throughout.  
 
    People with turquoise skin strolled around the streets, and I made my way down the central path. It was smaller than the last couple of towns I had visited, but it was absolutely stunning. The path quickly opened into a marketplace that smelled of fresh fish, and my eyes quickly fell on a stall that was operated by a middle-aged woman.  
 
    She had flecks of silver over her turquoise skin, and her navy hair was pinned on her head with a silk scarf. Her stall was covered in bottles of all sizes that were filled with glowing liquids. 
 
    She’s a water sorceress, Tala murmured. She can turn jungle water into a potion with the right ingredients. We should see what we can get from her. 
 
    “Potions?” I muttered. “Seriously?” 
 
    Yes, Tala hissed. Go! 
 
    Having my eidolon whisper important information to me was the ultimate life hack in a world I wasn’t familiar with yet. I confidently strode toward the sorceress, and she smiled brightly as I stopped at her stall. A smell of warm spices hung in the air, and a set of windchimes above her played gently. 
 
    “The young adventurer,” the sorceress said happily. “My goodness, how word of you has traveled so fast!” 
 
    “I’m Colton.” I smiled. “I was wondering if you had anything that might be useful on my temple raids.” 
 
    The sorceress chuckled as she examined her wares and took her time picking up a small bottle. Lilac liquid glowed inside the glass as she held it out to me, and I was shocked to feel serious heat against my palm. 
 
    “Magic cannot save you in the temples,” the sorceress said quietly. “Any adventurer who cannot handle the traps will fail, but magic can help you with skills you already possess. This will heat up any body of water you may find yourself in.” 
 
    I nodded as I enjoyed the pleasant warmth of the potion, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off the various options she had laid out on display.  
 
    “Many adventurers have come to me before,” the sorceress said gently. “Asking for something to keep them from harm on their raids, or for a potion that could ward off any evil. Those men and women all expected my magic to help do their job, and that is not the purpose of my potions. These spells will help adventurers who are already worthy, but do not rely on them to save you.” 
 
    “I appreciate the honesty.” I nodded. “This is just so amazing… You must love your job, right?” 
 
    The sorceress watched me curiously as she rearranged some of the bottles. Her turquoise brow furrowed, and she chuckled softly. 
 
    “I do enjoy it,” she said after a moment. “I’m not sure anyone has ever asked me that before. You are a strange adventurer, Colton. There is no sense of ego or greed around you, but clearly you are destined to be one of the greats.” 
 
    I heard excited whispers behind me, and I knew that word had spread about the young adventurer in the town. It was still weird as hell to be somewhat famous, but I couldn’t deny it was flattering. 
 
    And also intriguing. If word of me had traveled here, that meant some adventurers had managed to cross the perilous jungles between temples and made it here alive. 
 
    I was eager to meet such rough and impressive adventurers, but for now, I just smiled and tried not to look too smug about my bit of fame. 
 
    “Here,” the sorceress said as she held out another bottle that was a slightly different shape and glowed emerald green. “This might also come in handy.” 
 
    I took the potion carefully and examined the green liquid that spun around in a whirlpool.  
 
    “What does it do?” I asked as I stared at the hypnotic movement of the water. 
 
    “This is a light,” the sorceress said quietly. “You can only use it once, but it will illuminate any darkness for at least half an hour. I can only make one batch a month when the moon is at its fullest, so I suggest you keep it for when you truly need it.” 
 
    I was in shock with how fucking awesome these potions were, and they were just as badass as any dagger or crossbow. 
 
    “One more,” the sorceress whispered with a hint of a smile. “This is an enlargement charm.” 
 
    She handed me a pink bottle that also differed slightly in shape from the others, but more noticeably, it glittered with specks of silver that felt cool to the touch. 
 
    “Enlargement?” I asked as I bit my tongue to stop myself making a crude joke. 
 
    “One use only,” the sorceress said seriously. “A very rare blend, too. Perhaps an adventurer could use it inside a temple? Pour this on an object, and it will slowly but steadily grow a hundred times in size.” 
 
    I had no clue why I would ever possibly need to use that spell, but I wasn’t going to turn down another rare potion. It was blowing my mind what could be created by magic in Fablewild. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “How much?” 
 
    “No,” the sorceress said firmly. “It won’t cost you a penny. Just promise me to be careful when you go on your next raid. The Floating Temple has claimed many lives.” 
 
    “I promise.” I nodded. “And I’ll make sure I use these only when I need them.” 
 
    I started packing the bottles carefully into my bag as more people gathered around the sorceress’ stall, but then I caught the sorceress smirking a bit at me. 
 
    “What is it?” I laughed lightly. 
 
    “You have yet to acquire a magical bag, I see,” she replied a little teasingly. 
 
    My hands slowed in their work as I stared at her. 
 
    “Magical bag?” I repeated. “Do you… sell those by chance?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she chuckled. “A rarity indeed. They are snapped up rather quickly by adventurers, but this is understandable. Endless space for artifacts, and no risk of damaging a single one. Not to mention the weight never increases, no matter how much you place inside. I tell you, those bags go for quite a high price.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” I breathed as I imagined how fucking cool it would be to get my hands on one of those. 
 
    I wouldn’t have to worry about damaging any gems I found, or even my weaponry. 
 
    Holy shit, I could carry tons of weapons in a magical bag and never have to worry about limiting my supplies ever again. 
 
    “I suggest you keep a sharp eye out for one,” the sorceress said with a smile. “And good luck, adventurer.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said again as I hastily closed up my satchel, and I stepped aside to let people browse.  
 
    Several turquoise-skinned folk smiled brightly at me and showed off rows of sharp teeth. I tried not to recoil when I saw how pointed their tongues were or noticed the sharpness of their nails. This was the most non-human town I had seen so far, but I was endlessly fascinated by it.  
 
    The market eased into another side street that had a few storefronts open for business. There was a fishmonger that was clearly thriving, and people constantly flowed in and out with baskets ready to be filled. Another shop sold nets and fishing poles, and the next one had beautiful bouquets of purple flowers on display. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge city, but it seemed to be doing really well judging by how busy each shop was. 
 
    “Excuse me!” an excited voice called, and I turned to see a young man striding over the sand toward me 
 
    He was very broad-shouldered and tall, and he wore simple overalls along with sturdy boots. His face was round and friendly, and his red hair was tied back into a ponytail.  
 
    “Morning,” he said as I stopped to meet him. “I heard that young adventurer who’s causing a stir was in town. Is that you? Not to be rude, but it’s hard to keep track of everyone’s names and faces.” 
 
    “That’s me.” I smiled. “My name’s Colton.” 
 
    “It’s an honor,” the man said. “I’m Douglar. The owner of the tavern here, would you like some of our energy tea before you set off?” 
 
    “Energy tea?” I chuckled. “What is that exactly?” 
 
    “It’s my own invention,” Douglar said proudly. “We brew it from these beans I found in the jungle, and it makes you filled with so much energy and alertness! It could really benefit you before your raid.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” I said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Douglar looked overjoyed as he turned to lead me to his tavern.  
 
    I knew that making as many allies as possible was a good idea to thrive in Fablewild. This was a world that was filled with monsters, magic, and danger. Even if there was only a small chance of ever returning to any particular area, I wanted to make sure the people there would always be pleased to see me. 
 
    Tala’s constant presence was comforting as I was led over to the tavern. The cool blues of the stone were beautiful, and there was a sign I couldn’t read hung over the entrance. Douglar pushed open the door and led me into the coolest bar I had ever set foot in. 
 
    There was a waterfall at the back behind the bar that ran right along the wall. Glistening water tumbled down into a pool that was surrounded by green blossoms. Each wall had a shelf that ran all the way across it, and they were covered in lanterns with stained glass. The blues and purples glowed and made beautiful colors dance across the wooden tables and floor. 
 
    Everyone inside looked very relaxed as they nursed bubbling mugs and goblets of wine. The gentle sound of the waterfall just added to the laid-back atmosphere as Douglar gestured to one of the tables by the bar. 
 
    “This place is amazing,” I said as I took a seat, and the tavern owner grinned widely. 
 
    “It didn’t used to be this grand,” he said. “My old man liked it with more of a classic look, but I changed things up when I inherited it.” 
 
    “Looks like it paid off,” I said as I eyed the busy tables. 
 
    Douglar hurried over to the bar and prepared something in a blue cup before he strode back over. He placed a cup down in front of me before he took the other seat at the table and leaned in close. The tea smelled like blackberries, and I was amazed at how syrupy it tasted when I took a sip. 
 
    “I just have to warn you,” Douglar said as he glanced around. “There’s lots of adventurers hanging around town, but there’s one you need to watch out for.”  
 
    “Just one?” I asked as I watched the man carefully. 
 
    “A few of them are… difficult,” Douglas sighed. “But this one in particular is downright unhinged, if you ask me. He failed to even get to the temple this morning after he tried to get in for a bounty.” 
 
    “What bounty?” I asked and hoped that wasn’t too strange of a question. 
 
    “One of the old money families asked for it,” Douglar said. “They really wanted an artifact for their daughter’s birthday.” 
 
    That idea was so ridiculous that I couldn’t help but let out a snort of laughter. I was relieved when Douglar also chuckled and shrugged his wide shoulders. 
 
    “Some of those families are a bit odd,” he said. “But most of them are nice enough. Have you ever been hired by one of them?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said as I sipped my tea. “But maybe I will be at some point.” 
 
    “You definitely will,” Douglar said with an impressed nod. “If you keep going as well as you are currently. Word traveled so quickly about the newest adventurer on the scene! Which town were you born in?” 
 
    “I don’t really like talking about it,” I said hurriedly. “If that’s okay, I would rather focus on the future.” 
 
    “Say no more.” Douglar nodded, and I felt a wave of admiration from Tala. 
 
    “What does this adventurer look like?” I asked. “The one that I need to look out for.” 
 
    “Korth,” Douglar sighed as he scratched his head. “I think that’s his name, anyway. He’s a big fella, but you’ll spot him easiest by the creature he’s got. He’s trying to make his own eidolon.” 
 
    I nearly spat out my drink as Tala’s curiosity rippled through me. 
 
    “He… what?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yup,” Douglar said with a roll of his eyes. “He thinks he can make his own spirit since he’s not found one of his own. Another reason I think he’s not right in the head.” 
 
    I had a morbid curiosity to see what the hell a fake eidolon looked like, and I had to stifle a grin from Tala’s sheer annoyance at the thought. But it was probably a better idea to slip out of town without crossing paths with this Korth guy. There was enough danger out there without starting shit with some deranged dude who’d probably kill to get his meaty hands on my real eidolon. 
 
    “I should head off soon,” I said. “I can’t waste too much of the daylight, but thanks for the drink.” 
 
    “No problem.” Douglar smiled. “Good luck, Colton. Please be careful.” 
 
    Hmm. This guy knew what a respected adventurer I was and was still clearly worried about my wellbeing. That set off more alarm bells of how deadly the Floating Temple was really going to be.  
 
    Douglar headed over to the bar to serve some customers as I got to my feet and swung my rucksack back on. 
 
    I could feel Tala’s defenses come up as I weaved back through the tables, and I knew she would be looking out for the more dangerous adventurer among the others. My experience with my peers had been really great so far, but I could tell that might be about to change. It was only a matter of time before I ran into the type of asshole that Tala had dealt with throughout her life. 
 
    Then I stepped back out into the fresh air and made my way back toward the market. Wandering through the sights and smells was just as intriguing the second time round, and I stopped a few times to admire leather goods, food, and pottery. 
 
    I spotted some other adventurers who ranged in age and looks, too. One young woman was proudly telling the story of her first raid to a group huddled around a stall, and another old dude was bartering for a better price for his latest artifact. It was fascinating to see the sheer variety of people who had devoted their lives to raiding the magical and ancient temples, and I took my time making my way through the market as I listened to the wild tales all around me. 
 
    “I want to learn more about this bounty work,” I muttered as I carried on down the street. “What exactly are the going rates for giving rich people’s kids artifacts?” 
 
    It depends on how deadly the temple is, Tala sighed. Those old money families can pay triple what the artifact is worth. 
 
    “Whoa!” I whistled. “Maybe I do want to be headhunted for that job… But I’d have to figure out when–” 
 
    I cut off midsentence the moment I stepped out of the marketplace, because a deep growl echoed out behind me.  
 
    My heart stopped as I spun around to see a huge man clinging onto a thick chain that wrapped around the neck of a big cat.  
 
    I knew exactly who this fucker was without any introduction. This was the guy Douglar had warned me about. 
 
    The creature was as huge as a panther with dark purple fur, and I felt a pang of anger when I saw how covered in scars and bald spots it was. There was one patch of fur that had been badly burned into a circular symbol. I knew that those markings were from this Korth guy, and he was seriously terrifying to look at.  
 
    He was stacked like a bodybuilder, with muscles coming out of his damn neck. Thick armor plates sat on his chest and thighs in front of dark clothing, and a dozen blades hung on his belt. Korth’s skin was sallow and scarred, and his eyes were sunken and dark. Jet-black hair was slicked down onto his head with grease, and his short beard stuck into a point below his chin. He had a metal helmet squeezed tightly over his dark hair, too, and it covered his whole skull as well as coming down over his nose. The material had a strange, turquoise glow to it when he moved that told me the headgear had some kind of enchantment over it. 
 
    His cat growled again, but I could tell this time that it wasn’t aimed at me. The creature’s eyes darted back and forth and didn’t seem to have much interest in anyone in particular. I knew that it wanted to be freed and race back into the jungle, but I noticed there were sharp spikes along the inside of the leather collar. Each one of the jagged triangles glowed slightly and told me that magic was keeping the cat captive. Poor fucker. 
 
    Korth scowled heavily as I hovered a hand near my mallet, and his eyes widened as he looked down at my fingers. I quickly shifted my stance to hide the ring, but I knew he had seen it. Tala had warned me plenty of times about how far people would go to claim eidolons, and I knew I had to get out of the town quickly.  
 
    I shot his chained-up cat one final look before I turned and strode away from the market. My heartbeat was loud in my chest as I could practically feel Korth’s eyes drilling into the back of my skull.  
 
    “He was fucking intense,” I muttered when I finally turned a corner and walked toward the exit gate.  
 
    How does he think he can just create an eidolon? Tala spat. That’s not how any of this works! He’s clearly just another adventurer who thinks of our kind as wild animals that just need to be forced to do his bidding. 
 
    “Yup,” I said quietly. “Fucking asshole. What the hell was that on his head?” 
 
    Enchanted steel, Tala replied bitterly. It’s quite rare and very expensive, but it’s the best thing you can get for raids. I bet the old money family gave it to him for his trip to the temple, but he still failed to even make the jungle crossing to reach it. 
 
    “What does it do?” I asked. 
 
    Protects you from most physical attacks, Tala said. It doesn’t help against magic, but the metal is so strong that it’s basically unbreakable. 
 
    Enchanted steel sounded like something I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on at some point, and I wondered how much I would have to save up for some. 
 
    “That guy was clearly a dick,” I said. “But let’s focus on completing this temple ourselves, okay? Are you going to be able to guide me there?” 
 
    Tala was silent, but I could somehow feel her shooting me a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I shouldn’t have even asked. Of course you know the way.” 
 
    The gates were swung open for me as the guard in the watchtower waved, and I smiled as I strode out of Pearlfall.  
 
    That short trip had given me a wealth of new information about Fablewild, and I had finally met my first asshole adventurer. I hoped he didn’t give the people of the town too much shit while he was there, but I had a bad feeling about the cat he had chained up. Surely that thing would end up breaking free eventually? 
 
    I followed the instinctual pull from Tala’s guidance and started to make my way around the water to the western side of Pearlfall.  
 
    “Have you ever seen that before?” I asked. “It seems pretty stupid for anyone to think they can make an eidolon.” 
 
    I’ve heard stories about it being attempted, Tala scoffed. But I had never actually encountered anyone stupid enough to try. Does he really think that creature is going to fight for him in raids? 
 
    “Hard to say,” I snorted. “He definitely spotted my ring, though.” 
 
    Are you sure? Tala growled. Colton, make sure you’re on the lookout as we travel. You know what adventurers will do to get their hands on an eidolon. 
 
    “I won’t let anyone take you,” I said with fire in my chest. “You’re mine.” 
 
    Tala’s love radiated through me as she guided me into the trees. I left the gentle lapping of the river behind as I stepped into the jungle once more. 
 
    There is going to be a whole maze of rivers to navigate through, Tala said. There are many bridges that we can use, but just watch your feet. 
 
    “Will do.” I nodded. “Thank you for being so awesome. I really fucking love you.” 
 
    Focus, Tala said with a hint of smugness. I don’t want the man I love to lose a foot to a water slug. 
 
    “You said we would stop mentioning those,” I groaned as I weaved between hanging vines. 
 
    The Floating Jungle was quickly becoming my favorite area of Fablewild so far. I knew the dangers that lurked there, but the colors of the wildlife were breathtaking. It made me think of Tala’s mana, and I wondered how many other types there were. 
 
    “You said you have red mana,” I said as I carefully watched my footing. “But there are hundreds of eidolons, so you must share the same color mana as others?” 
 
    That’s right, Tala said. Reds are all ferocious, determined, and action oriented. We would make a deadly army if we ever combined. 
 
    “Have you ever worked with another eidolon?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    That’s not really possible, Tala said. It’s just an interesting thought, but it can never be reality. Remember how the power of just one eidolon has destroyed so many lives? Working with another would mean that a master possessed two spirit warriors at once, and that’s not possible. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “That’s a shame, it would be cool if you could get to work with other colors. I bet they all have different skills.” 
 
    I would only work with a few, Tala said with a hint of hostility. Eidolons who possess green or black mana would be good companions, but you wouldn’t catch me dead working with white mana. 
 
    “Is it that serious?” I grinned. “What’s wrong with white?” 
 
    They’re so high and mighty, Tala snarled. They think they’re above everyone else and think of themselves as some moral compass. 
 
    I remembered the white text that had appeared when I picked up my crossbow and decided not to disclose that fact. There would never be another eidolon that I commanded, so it didn’t really matter if I had a white mana weapon. 
 
    “What other colors are there?” I asked. “And how many types of animals are there? Are there more wolves?” 
 
    I thought I told you to focus, Tala said playfully as I pushed a heavy vine out of my way. Remember how deadly these jungles are. 
 
    “I know,” I said seriously. “I’m never going to risk my safety. Are you going to lead us around the eastern side?” 
 
    Yes, Tala said firmly. Well, the tiniest bit northeast. My master is an expert, after all. 
 
    I froze as a nearby twig snapped, and I had my mallet in my hand faster than I had time to think. Then I spun around to see what I somehow already knew would be there. 
 
    A deep growl came from the chained-up cat as Korth stood beside it. The huge adventurer had his fake eidolon in one hand and a giant blade in the other. 
 
    I had finally met one of the fuckers Tala had warned me about, and it was time to take him down.
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 Chapter 15 
 
    Survival mode kicked in as I took in the view of the huge man. 
 
    I immediately noticed that he didn’t seem to have any long-range weapons on him like I did, and I had a suspicion I would be faster than he was, too. His muscles were fucking huge, but that usually slowed people down. I had to keep my cool and use my logic to think of the best plan of attack before he had time to charge. 
 
    “Higher ground,” I muttered as I swung around and sprinted faster than I ever had in my life. 
 
    The giant man snarled behind me as I heard the massive thud of his first step to follow me. His second step confirmed that he was nowhere near as nimble on his feet as I was. 
 
    Colton! Tala hissed. There’s piranha in the waters over the hillside. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I can use that to my advantage. My balance has never let me down yet, and I need the higher ground anyway.” 
 
    I knew that I couldn’t make it all the way to the top at first. Korth might be slower than me, but he only had to get close enough to launch a blade of some kind into my back. Halfway up would do for now, and then I could lead him closer to the edge during our fight. It was all about thinking ahead, as if we were just working our way through another deadly puzzle.  
 
    My boots skidded on the muddy ground as I spun around and swung my crossbow off my back. I had grabbed a bolt and loaded it in seconds as Korth approached me with war in his eyes.  
 
    The cat hissed wildly as the chain slapped against its body with thuds that had to seriously hurt. Tala’s fury radiated through our bond as the chained cat hissed aggressively and clawed the grass violently. 
 
    But I stood my ground and took aim at the spot above Korth’s armor plate. I wished I could tear that helmet from his skull so I could send a bolt straight into his fucking brain, but I was going to have to be more creative with my kill. 
 
    Korth charged at me with a deep roar, and I pulled the trigger of the eidolon crossbow. My bolt flew directly at the fucker’s neck and grazed along the right side above his collarbone. He howled as flesh and blood went flying, but he didn’t slow down. 
 
    You can do this, Tala snarled. Use your talents with speed and balance. Remember who you are. 
 
    The gleam of his helmet mocked me as I hurriedly took aim. I knew I couldn’t hurt his head, but had given myself a time advantage, so I shot directly at his throat. 
 
    My bolt flew straight for his jugular, and my stomach sank when the huge man ducked and pulled his cat into harm’s way. The weapon scraped past his enchanted helmet without leaving a mark, and the wild cat hissed in anger and fear. This fucker hadn’t given a second thought to the safety of a creature he was trying to train, and it made my blood boil as I hurriedly reloaded. 
 
    Korth’s blade was long and curved with ridges along the edges, and he hurriedly tied the cat’s chain around his waist to free up his other hand. The creature howled and hissed, but I noticed that it didn’t seem to be particularly aimed at me. 
 
    Was this kitty just ready to slash up anything that came near it? Or had he actually managed to give it any kind of training? 
 
    Korth ducked from side to side as he ran to make it hard to aim, but I managed to send another bolt scraping right by his elbow. He snarled as blood rained onto the grass, and I knew the time for close- range weapons had come. 
 
    I quickly swung my crossbow over my shoulder before I grabbed my mallet. Sweat poured down my spine as I steadied myself and prepared for the huge man’s attack. He had muscles heavier than my whole body, but I had speed and smarts that he could only fucking dream of. Not to mention, my eidolon was actually real. 
 
    And right now, every inch of my body was buzzing with her wild, unbridled wolf energy. 
 
    “Give me the eidolon!” Korth snarled, and a stench of sweat hit me as he skidded to a halt.  
 
    He swung his giant blade down at me, and I curved my spine back as I narrowly dodged the hit. It was a flawless execution of one of the moves I had practiced at the gym, and the woosh of the blade only just missed my head. 
 
    Yes! Tala growled, and I swung my mallet before I had even fully straightened back up. 
 
    The weapon smashed against Korth’s calf and made him stumble backward when something crunched. 
 
    “Fuck!” the huge adventurer howled as he lost his balance, and his blade swung at me as he flailed. 
 
    I moved my feet faster than fucking lightening to dodge out of the way in time, and it felt like I hadn’t even intended to move that way. It was as if my body had decided what to do without even consulting with my brain.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered as I straightened up to fight again. 
 
    The big cat pulled at its chain and swung its claws wildly, but each roar was aimed into the air, and I could tell that the creature just wanted to be free. 
 
    Korth had failed miserably to create his own eidolon. There was no loyalty within that chained animal, and I had a suspicion that it didn’t give a fuck whether its master lived or died.  
 
    But Korth was more than enough to worry about on his own. The giant man’s muscles flexed as he steadied himself and glared at me. Sweat glistened in his greasy hair, and his knuckles were white from clutching his weapon so tightly.  
 
    “You can’t fucking beat me!” he spat as he raised his blade. “I am going to tear you apart and feed you to my beast!” 
 
    “Your beast?” I snorted. “I don’t think that cat would blink if you died. That is no replacement for a real eidolon. You couldn’t handle one either way.” 
 
    “Give it to me!” Korth howled like a wild animal. “You are not worthy of the spirit prisoner!” 
 
    Then he leaped with surprising speed to close the distance between us, but my instincts kicked in faster than I thought was humanly possible. The huge fucker had barely moved his feet when I sprang out of the way and spun fast enough to slam my mallet into his chestplate. It was like the most violent dance move imaginable that transported my body in a speedy blur. 
 
    I felt the impact through my wrists as the metal of his armor dented, and the muscular adventurer had the wind knocked out of him. Korth’s eyes widened as he lost his footing completely and flew backward down the hill. His mighty frame crashed into the grass as the cat desperately tried to pull away from the strong chain.  
 
    I was completely stunned at how I had reacted that fast. My speed and instincts had always been strong, but I felt like I had just acquired something superhuman.  
 
    “I think our bond is stronger than I realized,” I breathed. “Tala, what just happened? Have I gained some crazy ability to fight better?” 
 
    It is our bond, Tala’s voice echoed in my mind. My wolf instincts have merged with your own skills, Colton. We have become an unstoppable force with my ancient senses, and your quick moves. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I panted in complete shock. 
 
    I can feel how completely our souls have combined, Tala murmured in an almost reverent tone. My warrior instincts… they are guiding you, go! 
 
    I raced forward as Korth struggled to push himself up. He was such a huge fucker that regaining his balance was clearly no easy task when he was wounded. My mallet had dented his armor plate over his chest, and I knew it had to be causing a painful crushing on his torso. 
 
    The cat was going even more feral as it scratched at its chain and tried to paw at its glowing collar. I had a split second decision to make as I raced toward my fallen enemy, and Tala’s thoughts swirled into my own as we decided together.  
 
    That cat had no loyalty to the man who had chained it up, and I could see the hate in its eyes. This was a chance to gain an extra body that wanted Korth dead, and it was the right thing to do.  
 
    Free it, Tala urged. I can sense the hatred in its heart, and it’s not directed at you. 
 
    I leaped toward the chain and brought my mallet down so violently that the sound of breaking metal caused a ringing in my ears. The chain was broken, and the cat was left with its leather collar and three links that hung down. It still looked distressed, and I reckoned that it couldn’t think or focus properly with that magic collar still attached.  
 
    Then I jumped aside to put the creature between me and Korth and waited to see if I would end up having to attack the cat. Tala’s instincts were incredible, but I was aware of how wild and dangerous the animal I had just freed was. 
 
    But the creature’s eyes studied me for a second before it spun around to its old master. Korth finally managed to scramble to his feet with fury etched on his scarred face. 
 
    Release me, Master! Tala growled. 
 
    There was no question whether bringing her into a deadly fight was too dangerous. She was my lover, but she was also an ancient spirit who thrived on bringing down evil. Tala completed me in every sense, and I was dying to have her fight at my side with her eidolon powers. 
 
    I flicked my wrist quickly and felt a rush of adrenaline as the hillside glowed. My wolf warrior sprang from her ruby with golden mist draped around her, and her huge paws landed on the ground beside the cat. Tala howled before she swiped a paw at the cat’s neck and cut clean through the enchanted leather. 
 
    The material fell to the ground, and whatever shitty hold the creature had endured was gone. Then the cat hissed louder than ever before as it turned to face our huge enemy.  
 
    My suspicions were confirmed. That animal wanted Korth dead just as much as I did. 
 
    Our fight had just gained two new soldiers, and they were on my team. 
 
    Korth stood his ground with his eyes darting between the three of us before he launched into a run. Blood had started to ooze out of his broken armor which slowed him down further. I raced up a few more steps of the hill as the cat let out a warning snarl.  
 
    A wave of pride washed over me as Tala howled her battle cry, and I swung my crossbow back into action. My eidolon put enough space between me and my enemy for me to use the long-distance weapon again. The cool metal felt so powerful in my hand as I lined up my shot and took aim. 
 
    “You fuckers!” Korth howled as his spittle flew everywhere. “You took my fucking eidolon!” 
 
    I felt a wave of smug laughter come from Tala at the thought of the wild cat ever being on par with such an ancient spirit. Even in the throes of battle, we were able to share a joke. 
 
    My mini army all attacked at the same time as the giant man swung his blade maniacally. The cat looked like it was unleashing months of pent-up rage at its abuser as it hissed and leaped toward Korth with claws glinting under the sun. The creature’s attack worked as enough of a distraction for my eidolon to leap in. 
 
    Korth swung his blade at the cat as Tala sprung right at his injured torso. The wolf slammed all four paws against his injured chest with so much power that he stumbled backward with a cry. She had pushed the damaged armor deeper into his skin and caused more blood to spill down the armor. Tala gracefully jumped back to the ground and left me to finish up the triple attack.  
 
     I steadied my feet and focused on my aim before I shot another bolt at Korth’s shoulders. The weapon flew right into his flesh and made him drop his curved blade. Then Tala kicked the weapon down the hill as Korth howled in pain. He went to grab another one of his daggers, but the two creatures leaped at him. 
 
     The cat swiped its sharp claws down his left arm and created bloody ribbons of flesh. Tala sank her fangs into his right arm and bit down with a crunch that rang through the jungle. Her powerful jaw snapped his bone right below the elbow, and it hung limply as my eidolon jumped back out of reach. 
 
    Our combined attack had fucked this guy up, but the look in his eyes only got wilder. It was time to use our location properly.  
 
    I knew that I could use the piranha-infested water over the hill to my advantage, and I whistled to get Tala’s attention.  
 
    The wolf snapped her head around, and all I needed to do was gesture toward the top of the slope. Tala howled as she spun around, and I was amazed to see the cat following suit as if it had just been commanded. My eidolon was the clear alpha of the animals, and we raced upward on the muddy grass. 
 
    “Come back!” Korth howled, and I could tell by his voice that he was weakening. 
 
    It wasn’t just his body that we had wounded, but his mind as well. 
 
     I had freed his prisoner and turned it against him in an instant. Fighting another adventurer felt so fucking weird, but I would do anything to keep Tala safe. I could feel her soul so clearly that we both halted right at the same time at the top of the hill.  
 
    There was a deep and sudden drop on the other side that led down into turquoise water. The liquid was beautiful as it shimmered, but the creatures lurking inside it made my stomach turn.  
 
    These piranhas were unlike anything I had seen before, and they were even freakier than their Earthly counterparts. Their black scales were flecked with red all over their long bodies. They were the size of house cats and had their mouths wide open. Each creature had pointed teeth stained with blood just waiting to snap down onto flesh. What was even creepier was how they had all angled themselves up to stare at us, and their red eyes followed every movement.  
 
    I forced myself to face Korth again as my animal fighters stood on either side of me and growled. Tala’s rage felt fucking murderous as her thick claws dug into the ground.  
 
    Korth had slowed down due to his multiple injuries, and he had a dagger clutched in his hand. I knew that he would not survive another triple attack, and I wanted to give him a final chance to walk away.  
 
    “Wait,” I said firmly as he slowly dragged himself up toward us. 
 
    I felt a bristle of confusion from Tala, but she stayed by my side. 
 
    “If you surrender now, you can still live,” I said as I gripped my mallet. “But if you try to take my eidolon, I will kill you. We’re both adventurers, and I know we both love this life. It doesn’t have to end this way for you.” 
 
    “You are nothing,” Korth spat as he continued to approach. “I will tear you apart like a fucking worm. I’m going to claim my cat eidolon back first before I break that wolf ring from your finger! Then I’ll command them both to feast on your bones!” 
 
    His serious limp made him seem even more mad as blood gushed from his chest. There was no moral compass inside this guy, and I knew he was evil through and through. 
 
    “I tried,” I muttered, and the huge man mustered the last of his strength into a run.  
 
    I held my ground as he approached, and Tala’s wolf instincts let me hold out until the last second. My heart was in my throat as he got so close that I could see the beads of sweat that trickled down his scarred face. 
 
    Korth lunged at me with a feral howl, and I dove down to my knees faster than his barely working arm could move.  
 
    The training I had done with Tala worked like a charm as I skidded under the attack and leaped up behind my attacker. I swung my mallet with every ounce of strength I could muster, and the weapon smashed into Korth’s back. The sickening snap of his spine made me gag slightly as the massive man was flung forward from the impact.  
 
    He howled as his huge body was flung forward right over the edge of the hillside, just like I had planned. The cat hissed as we watched Korth fall with his broken arm flailing uselessly by his side. 
 
    A massive splash echoed out as he hit the water, and he gurgled as the piranhas swarmed all around him. The fish clamped their teeth down onto the huge man as he thrashed in the pond, and streams of dark red mixed in with the turquoise liquid. Each piranha tore into his skin so quickly that it only took a few seconds for his body to stop moving. Two of the fish attacked his face hungrily, and I groaned in disgust as one of them pulled out an eyeball. It crunched down on it like a gumball before another fish came over to take a bite. 
 
    “Fucking nasty,” I muttered as I rubbed my temple and caught my breath. 
 
    Adrenaline pumped through my veins from my first victory against an evil adventurer. I had seen first-hand what Tala had suffered for centuries, and it made my blood boil.  
 
    Then my body stiffened as I remembered there was a fucking wild cat standing beside me, and I watched it carefully in case it had gotten a taste for human blood. But the cat had its eyes glued on Korth’s body as it swished its tail from side to side. Then it purred loudly as it turned to Tala and growled deeply. 
 
     My wolf eidolon stood with her beautiful head held high, and the cat lowered the front half of its body. 
 
    “Is that thing bowing to you?” I asked slowly, and I felt a surge of emotion from Tala. 
 
    I was in complete awe as the big cat purred and raised its head again to my eidolon. The deep respect that the beast had for the ancient spirit warrior was clear, and my mind reeled as a million questions came to mind. 
 
    Did all beings of this world know about eidolons? Were the more sentient, humanoid beings the only ones who viewed them like weapons?  
 
    And were spirit warriors some strange link between the animal world and the humanoid one? 
 
    Or did I only see it that way because Tala had transformed into a woman in my own world? 
 
    “Thanks,” I said slowly to the cat. “I hope you get to go back and enjoy your life again.” 
 
    The creature shifted its eyes to me, and I kept the grip on my mallet tight. But the cat simply shook its body as if it was dusting itself off from the fight. The marks and burns on its fur would eventually heal, and I hoped the creature never ran into another adventurer with bad intentions again. 
 
    Then the cat turned to face the jungle at the bottom of the slope and suddenly sprinted into the trees. It moved quickly until it vanished into the branches, and I let out a deep sigh of relief.  
 
    We were safe. 
 
    I tried not to listen too closely to the manic sounds of chomping and splashing water behind me as our enemy was torn apart into tiny pieces. 
 
    Tala didn’t seem to have the same worry as she watched the water gleefully. Her tail swished like an excited puppy before she turned back to face me. 
 
    “Damn,” I said as I put my mallet back onto my hip. “That was insane. Although, I kinda wish I could’ve gotten that helm from him before he became fish food…” 
 
    Tala seemed to give me a wolfish smirk in response, and her amusement only confirmed my other thought. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, that beef-head probably wore a helm two sizes too big for me,” I chuckled. “But still… We’re keeping an eye out for one of those in the future. And a magical bag.” 
 
    Tala nodded in agreement, and I took a quick moment to check that all of my bolts had magically been replaced in my quiver. Not only were they back where they belonged, but there was no damage or blood on a single one of them. 
 
    “Damn, the magic of this world is so cool,” I sighed as I looked up to smile at Tala. 
 
    She tilted her head as she gave me a knowing look.  
 
    There was part of me that had hoped we would now be able to talk when she was in wolf form, but our spiritual connection was so strong that it didn’t really matter. I could feel her pride and fire in my veins, and we had just proven how strong our bond was during the fight.  
 
    Her wolf instincts were going to help me with every battle, and I was blown away with how connected we had become after sleeping together. I knew that there had never been another pairing like this between eidolon and master before. It was seriously fucking cool to know we had made history in Fablewild. 
 
    And we’d only just begun to learn what that meant for us. 
 
    “You are amazing,” I said as Tala’s icy eyes watched me. “That cat fucking bowed to you. Goes to show just how much the creatures of Fablewild respect you. I’m glad we got to slaughter one of those shitheads before he could get his hands on a real eidolon.” 
 
    The wolf held her head proudly as the sun highlighted her auburn streaks. I reluctantly glanced down at the water to see a clean skeleton laying on the bottom with Korth’s armor. Every inch of skin and muscle had been eaten clean off and left behind glistening remains. 
 
    “They made quick work of that,” I winced as I dragged my eyes away from the skeleton. 
 
    The lake was wide, but I could see where it ended off to our right. We just had to go down the slope and make our way back into the trees to resume our journey.  
 
    My heartbeat was still racing after taking on the huge adventurer, but the fight had been a hell of a confidence boost. Tala’s wolf instincts were the best weapon I had acquired yet, and it made us the ultimate force for raiding.  
 
    Now all I had to do was get to the temple to unleash my new abilities on whatever was waiting for me. 
 
    “Time to go back in the ring?” I asked as I looked at Tala. 
 
    The eidolon watched me carefully, and I could feel her resistance and determination. 
 
    “You want to stay out?” I grinned. “Hell yeah! Walking buddies!” 
 
    Tala blinked her icy eyes playfully before she started to pad her way down the hillside. I did miss hearing her voice, but having her ghostly presence beside me was just as awesome. We could have a proper discussion at home about why she chose to stay out of the ring finally, but I hoped it was because she was confident in my abilities to protect her. 
 
    Maybe it was because we had just defeated the threat that she was always worried about meeting in the jungles. She had now seen how we could handle ourselves against evil adventurers, and she knew that we could bring them down as a team.  
 
    I was still buzzing with adrenaline and pride as we reached the bottom of the hillside and started to make our way around the lake. We made sure to keep our distance from the shore, and I shuddered as I watched the piranhas follow us under the surface. Their bloodthirsty little faces stared at me as we headed straight for the bridge. 
 
    It felt right to have Tala prowling by my side as we navigated through the jungle. An eidolon and her master fighting their way past evil fuckers to reach their treasure. I already couldn’t wait to get back home and celebrate when she was in her human form. 
 
    The bridge that reached over the pond had high walls that I was grateful for, and I reckoned someone had tried to avert any risk of jumping piranhas. It was made of blue-tinted stone similar to what we had seen inside the city. 
 
    Tala led the way over the crossing, and I tried not to picture Korth’s skeleton sitting below us. The far side of the bridge opened out to what could only be described as a maze of rivers. They stretched out and zigzagged across each other covering the jungle ahead. Trees grew sporadically on patches of land, and huge plants sprouted right out of the water. Blue leaves drooped over the riverbanks, and I could already see the shoals of brightly colored fish that moved along the currents. 
 
     It was beautiful, and there were only a few bridges placed around the labyrinth of water. Each one could be reached just by navigating along the twists and turns of the strips of land. The end of the river maze was flagged by a thick row of trees ahead that twisted together so tightly they formed a wall.  
 
    “Is the Floating Temple back there?” I asked, and Tala nodded firmly. 
 
    A shiver of excitement ran down my spine to be so close to my next raid, and I couldn’t wait to get started. There was no way to really prepare for any of the traps, but my skills had already grown so much since my first temple experience. 
 
    “And this is still the northeast path?” I asked as I tried to get my bearings in my head. 
 
    Tala sent me a rush of confirmation along with a hint of playful teasing for my disorientation.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “Let’s get to the other side of this thing. We’ve already fucked up one bad guy, but I know that there’s dangers even worse that live in these jungles.” 
 
    Tala sniffed the air as she silently agreed with me. The warning I had gotten from the young adventurers still lingered in my mind with every step I took throughout the jungle. I knew next to nothing about the creatures of this world other than how easily some of them could kill me.  
 
    “Keep focused,” I muttered as my eyes scanned the water and trees. “Just stay by my side, and we’ll always make it through.” 
 
    Tala sent a rush of warmth through me to signify that she felt the same, and it was a whole other experience seeing the jungle with my eidolon out of her ring. It was very different from having her in human form, but it was awesome to have my eidolon ready to leap into action at any moment. 
 
    I took a moment to eye the fish in the river before I was satisfied that there weren’t any piranhas lurking. Tala’s amusement felt just like she was laughing audibly, and she threw me a playful look before we started to walk to our next bridge.  
 
    Beautiful birdsong carried in the air, and it took a moment for me to spot that it was coming from the water. More giant lily pads drifted over the surface, and tiny, green birds were nestled on them. They had black beaks that vibrated as they sang, and occasionally they would hop to the edge of their pad to drink.  
 
    There was a huge variation in the fish that passed by, but none of them looked at me like they wanted to chew my flesh. Tiny silver ones swam in a shoal of hundreds, and they were followed by a giant fish with purple scales that lazily followed behind.  
 
    Tala’s elegant strides led us to the first bridge, and we walked over three rivers to our next patch of land. The walk was so peaceful and enjoyable that I had to force myself to remember the danger I was walking toward.  
 
    I kept alert as we crossed over the rivers but enjoyed the last stretch of calm before the storm. Tala’s perfect sense of direction led us along the correct pathway between each bridge, and there was nobody else I would have rather shared the journey with. 
 
    We eventually crossed over the last river as the noise of the singing birds became fainter. I glanced back at the glistening waters and realized just how far we had come. Our time walking over the bridges had flown by compared to how much ground we had actually covered. 
 
    “Looks like it’s time to find our temple.” I grinned as I turned back to the wall of trees. “I cannot wait to conquer some traps with you.” 
 
    Tala’s soul warmed mine as she swished her tail, and I knew she couldn’t wait to get started, either. We hurried forward, and I had to push past several drooping branches before I stepped out into a large clearing. 
 
    It came as no surprise that there was a lake all around the Floating Temple, and a huge bridge led straight to the entrance. The building was made of glowing rocks that rippled different shades of blue whenever the clouds moved over the sun and altered the light. There were turrets sticking out of the front corners of the structure, and the roof towered higher than any of the other buildings I had seen so far. The front entrance of the temple was an archway decorated with gems of various greens and purples, and there was a giant sundial right above the center. Its one arm pointed directly up, and I assumed that it would slowly change throughout the day like ones on Earth. 
 
    “Whoa!” I whistled as I took it all in. “This place is amazing… I wonder why there’s a sundial in this one, have you ever noticed one of those before?” 
 
    Tala shook her head, and we started to make our way over to the start of the bridge. We were cautiously slower near the edge of the water just in case something was waiting to jump out. I held my mallet tightly, but there didn’t seem to be anything lurking under the glittering surface other than some harmless fish. Clearly all the dangers had been saved for the traps that lay inside. 
 
    The stone of the bridge had flecks of silver between the rocks, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the way the blues of the temple walls danced. It looked just like flowing water, and I knew there was going to be some kind of swimming trap waiting for me inside. 
 
    I stopped when we reached the archway, and Tala sniffed the air cautiously. A contented feeling of calm echoed through my bones and told me that she couldn’t detect any immediate danger. 
 
    Six steps led inside the temple that was too dark to see properly from outside. I knew that the torches would probably ignite once we got in, but I tapped my pack to check for my flashlight just in case. 
 
    “Ready for another temple?” I grinned, and Tala let out a gruff bark of agreement. 
 
    We carefully walked up the steps as my heart thudded against my chest.  
 
    Then the torches inside the temple sprang to life immediately and lit up the inside of the temple. It was just as stunning as the outside, and the watery effect of the blue stone danced even brighter against the torches. The lobby stretched out in front of us until it reached a staircase that led downward. It was only one direction to start us off, and every window had a green tint to the glass.  
 
    There were several small sundials that lined the walls and matched the same placement of the one outside. Whoever built this clearly thought it was important to know exactly what time of day it was, and I wondered if there were certain hours that were more dangerous than others. 
 
    But suddenly, a loud gong sounded, and I threw my mallet up as Tala arched her back in shock.  
 
    We spun around to see what was about to happen, but the only thing that moved was the hand on the sundials. They creaked to the right the tiniest bit, and my stomach flipped as I realized what was happening. 
 
    “That’s not a sundial,” I breathed as I stared up at the stone circles. “They’re countdown clocks.” 
 
    I glanced at Tala as I felt her stunned energy radiate through me. We looked down the long corridor ahead as the doorway behind us swung shut. There was only one way out of the temple, and that was to beat every trap.  
 
    But now there was a time limit, and I knew something fucking deadly would happen when that hand returned to the original position.  
 
    We maybe had just over two hours, judging by how spaced out the circle was, and every single second would count.  
 
    Shit. This just got way more complicated.
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 Chapter 16 
 
    “We need to go,” I said as I stared up at the sundials. “Judging by the movement of that hand, we have about two hours until something really fucking bad happens. My guess is something that involves a hell of a lot of water, and possibly some piranhas.” 
 
    Tala threw me a wary look, and I felt her determined confidence urging us to get going. We started to run down the long corridor to our first staircase, and the wave of blues on the stones made me feel slightly seasick. 
 
    My footsteps echoed through the hall, but every step that Tala took was silent. The warrior wolf raced along beside me as I tried not to let my imagination run wild with all the hellish traps that could be waiting. 
 
    We slowed down when we reached the top of the stairs to see that they led down to a body of water. It looked eerie with dark liquid sitting perfectly still and not enough light to see down deep. There was a small rowboat that was tied up to a hook at the final step, and two oars neatly stored on the one bench inside the boat. An open sack of what looked like corn was the only other item on the boat, and I wondered if it had been left by another adventurer. 
 
    “Looks like we have to row,” I muttered. “Well, I do. I doubt your paws were built for using oars.” 
 
    Tala sniffed the air and stared at the water with her icy eyes. I could feel her alertness in my veins, and her wariness made the hairs on my arm stand on end. 
 
    We walked down to the water to see it stretched out for a good few yards. It wasn’t a super long room, and there was a brightly-lit door on the far side that had another staircase coming out of the water.  
 
    “This is too easy,” I said. “There has to be something deadly down there.” 
 
    Tala sniffed deeply again, but there was no sudden alertness or warning that she could sense danger. Then the water rippled, and I grabbed my mallet as we poised ourselves to attack. But the creature that appeared on the surface did not look like any kind of threat.  
 
    Its pink head was very round, and its eyes were huge and blue. Two antennas stuck up between floppy ears, and it had webbed toes on its four paws. It swam right up to us and carefully pulled itself out of the water. The small creature blinked at me dumbly as I tried to work out what the hell I was meant to do with it.  
 
    “Uh,” I said. “Hello? Can you… help us?” 
 
    Tala scoffed through our connection, and I shrugged as the pink creature continued to stare at me. Then the water rippled again before something with a bigger head emerged. An animal that resembled a small gator with navy-blue scales slowly edged toward us, and the pink creature squealed and ran up my body to sit on my shoulder. 
 
    “What the fuck is happening?” I hissed as I held my mallet up and prepared to fight. 
 
    But the blue gator pulled itself onto the bottom stair and then sat down by my feet. It stared at the boat as it flexed its long claws, but it didn’t seem to have any interest in me or my eidolon. 
 
    Tala’s confusion radiated through me as the pink animal gripped onto my hair like a koala. 
 
    “Is this even a trap?” I asked in complete bewilderment. “Maybe the task is just to row, and these things live inside the lake. Come on, we can’t waste time.” 
 
    I strode over to the boat and began to untie it, and the pink creature leaped off my shoulder onto the bench. It let out a manic squeak before it dove headfirst into the sack and began to stuff corn into its face.  
 
    There was a deep gong sound as the room started to very slowly get dimmer. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I groaned as panic swept through me.  
 
    I didn’t have a clue what we were meant to be doing, and I couldn’t work out if these animals were part of it or not. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I hissed as I started to untie the boat. “What the hell am I supposed to do with a gator, a fucking bunny thing, and a sack of–” 
 
    A lightbulb felt like it went off in my mind as I shot up and left the boat still partly tied. I practically leaped onto the vessel and grabbed the pink creature from the sack to hold it firmly in my hand. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I said excitedly. “It’s the fox, chicken, grain riddle!” 
 
    Tala looked at me with complete confusion as I started to pace back and forth with the pink animal in my hand. It only squeaked in mild objection as it kept its eyes on the food. 
 
    “You can only take one across at once,” I said. “But this pink thing can’t be alone with the grain, and the gator can’t be alone with the pink thing… Do you see? We just have to get them all across safely.” 
 
    Tala narrowed her eyes as she watched the still gator, but I felt a rush of trust come from her. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Now I just have to remember which goes first.” 
 
    I had to block out everything around me and focus solely on the riddle. This was one we had all learned when we were kids, and I just had to remember what the order was. 
 
    “Chicken,” I muttered to myself. “Chicken, back for fox, return chicken, take corn, chicken! Yes!” 
 
    I jumped with excitement as Tala looked at me like I had completely lost my mind.  
 
    “We have to take the chicken first,” I said as I raced to the boat. “Well… the pink thingy.” 
 
    I grabbed the sack of grain and quickly closed it before the creature could dive in. Then I hauled it out to sit with the gator, who continued to look bored. My heart was thumping as I untitled the rest of the rope and gestured for Tala to board. She gracefully leaped onto the wood without a sound, and I climbed in after her with the pink animal in my hand. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I placed the creature down beside her. “Can you just make sure this stays on board?” 
 
    The pink creature froze as it looked up at Tala. 
 
    The ghostly, golden wolf looked down upon it like a stoic goddess with no time in her schedule for babysitting, but that glance alone seemed to keep the little creature in check. 
 
    It sat perfectly still as I began to row, and my arms worked overtime as I guided us over the dark lake to the other set of stairs. The whole time, Tala kept her icy eyes fixed on the pink creature, who didn’t seem to have any plans of escape as it looked back at its guardian like they were having a staring contest. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to reach the far side of the room, and the torches had only dimmed very slightly. 
 
    “You wait here with this thing,” I said urgently. “Keep it on these stairs until I finish, okay?” 
 
    A tense warning from Tala came, and I knew that she would prefer to stay by my side just in case we had to break out into a fight. But she grabbed the pink animal by the scruff of its neck like it was a puppy, and she leaped out onto the stairs to wait. Then she placed the creature down and put a paw firmly on its tail. 
 
    I knew I still had a few trips to go, but my arms were the strongest part of my body. Years of climbing made rowing seem like a walk in the park, and it only took a few minutes for me to race through the other trips.  
 
    After I’d ushered the gator onto the boat with a surprising lack of argument on its part, I’d grabbed the pink animal and took it back, left it while I transported the grain, and finally came back for my last trip. 
 
    The pink animal looked utterly fed up when I grabbed it for our final journey and placed it on my lap.  
 
    My forearms had started to burn as I rowed my route back over the lake and felt a bead of sweat trickle down my temple. The torches were only barely lit around me as something under the surface began to rumble.  
 
    Vibrations shook the rowboat as I moved as quickly as I could over the last few feet. Tala’s urgent concern raced through my veins, and I leaped out of the boat with the pink animal in my hand as soon as I could.  
 
    The second my feet touched the blue stone, a stone doorway lifted to lead into another corridor.  
 
    “Grab the grain and go!” I yelled as there was an almighty splash behind me. 
 
    I didn’t waste time looking behind. I just sprinted to the door with the pink animal in my hand. The gator raced alongside Tala, and we flung ourselves out into the corridor.  
 
    I spun around just as the exit began to slam itself shut, but I was just in time to see a huge wave rise up to the ceiling.  
 
    Once the door dropped entirely, though, the sound of water hitting the stone echoed out as we caught our breath on the other side. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I groaned. “I am seriously glad I learned that riddle when I was a kid.” 
 
    The pink creature squirmed out of my hand and leaped down to the gator. Then the smaller animal climbed onto the bigger one, and once the gator clamped the grain between its jaws, they both trotted away like lifelong friends. 
 
    I could feel Tala’s confusion mixing with mine, but I was pretty sure the riddle wouldn’t have worked leaving those two together at any point. Even if they were clearly buddies once they were off duty. 
 
    “Scammers,” I muttered and shook my head. 
 
    Tala snorted in agreement, and then she turned her wolfy face up to me expectantly.  
 
    “That was the first task,” I sighed. “These temples seem to always start out light compared to what they have in store for us later, so I’ve got no doubt that something fucking awful is waiting for us up ahead. Come on.” 
 
    The corridor sloped downward and began to spiral again and again. I kept my mallet out and ready to use as we quietly crept further down into the temple. The blue stone was hypnotic against the burning flames that lit the way, but I had a constant feeling of unease that ran down my spine.  
 
    Tala’s wolf senses were still alert in my own mind, and I felt like I could leap into action faster than whatever monsters were lurking below.  
 
    Then my eidolon suddenly halted and sniffed the air, and she growled deeply as her icy eyes stared ahead. 
 
    “What is it?” I murmured as I held my mallet up, and a serious warning signal rushed through our connection. 
 
    Every one of my senses was on high alert as we crept to the next bend in the corridor. We must have been way below the jungle at this point, and I tried not to think of how claustrophobic that was.  
 
    I tried to prepare myself for any possible eventuality. Swimming, fighting, running, more brain puzzles. Every breath was deep and purposeful as I finally turned the bend with my beautiful eidolon by my side.  
 
    The curved walkway opened out into what looked like a beautiful beach that had been transported inside the temple. White sand sat at our feet and stretched out on either side of us. Lapping sea water that filled the air with salt and sent trails of foam reaching up to my boots. 
 
    There was a cluster of rocks a few feet into the waves, and a wooden walkway that took us straight over to a door on the far side of the water. I could feel there was danger lurking under the surface through my heightened senses.  
 
    Something evil was waiting for us to step on that walkway, but we were going to have to do it. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said quietly as I scanned the water. “Stay close.” 
 
    Tala sent a wave of confirmation before we both stepped onto the wooden walkway, and I could tell that the water was incredibly deep when I glanced over the edge on either side of the path. It seemed to go down forever until the blue turned to a deep black. 
 
    Each step over the wood felt like it was in slow motion as I tried to look in every direction at once. I could feel how hyper alert Tala was as we crossed past the rocks, but then she suddenly growled deeply.  
 
    I spun around to see something jump up onto the rock, and my jaw dropped when I realized it was a beautiful mermaid. 
 
    She had blonde hair that fell down her back with green eyes that sparkled on her pale face. Her human torso was covered in just a slip of emerald material over her breasts, and her amazing tail was covered in golden scales. There was no denying she was stunning, but I kept the grip on my mallet tight. The mermaid pushed a lock of blonde hair back, and I realized she had a key hanging around her neck on a delicate chain. 
 
    I glanced at the door to see two locks under the handle. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I watched the woman closely. 
 
    Tala’s defenses were fully up as she dug her insanely sharp claws into the wood below us, and I knew I couldn’t underestimate the beautiful creature from the sea. 
 
    “Hello,” the mermaid said in a voice that sounded like she was some kind of princess from a kid’s movie. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as calmly as possible. “Can we please have that key?” 
 
    “Of course,” the mermaid said brightly, but Tala’s warning signals grew even stronger.  
 
    Then a second mermaid rose up silently from the water with another key around her neck. She had pink hair that fell down her torso, and her tail was bright silver. Both mermaids adjusted themselves on the rocks and posed as if someone was taking their picture. 
 
    “Can you come over here?” I asked slowly. “Then we can take the key from you?” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound fun,” the blonde mermaid giggled. “Why don’t you swim over to join us, handsome?” 
 
    Tala growled so deeply that it made the water below her vibrate, and I could feel her protectiveness pulsing through each of my veins. There was no chance I was going to get into the water with the mermaids, but we needed to get ahold of those keys. 
 
    They had so much water they could disappear down into, so I had to work out how to get them close enough to grab. 
 
    “Listen,” I sighed. “I’ll get into the water with you if you can just give me the first key. So I know that I can trust you.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the pink-haired one said. “Maybe we should… I always want to help the handsome ones more.” 
 
    The two creatures giggled, and the sound was somehow more unnerving than any monster roar I had heard in Fablewild so far.  
 
    Tala’s warning signals felt like fucking alarm bells clanging through my body, but I assured her through the connection that I knew we would have to attack.  
 
    My mallet was still in my hand as the two mermaids elegantly slid off their rocks and swam slowly toward us. Both of the beauties kept their smiling heads below the surface, but their faces started to change as they moved.  
 
    Their features became distorted, and their eyes widened with black irises. Long nails curled out of their fingertips, and I holstered my mallet to whip my crossbow around to my front.  
 
    Both mermaids crashed back up from the surface to show that their pale bodies had turned deep violet. Their flesh was rotting and rancid, and their teeth were a dirty yellow as they smiled. 
 
    I had loaded a bolt in less than a second and pulled the trigger just as the pink-haired mermaid leaped toward us. My aim was fucking perfect and struck her right in the chest. She screamed in pain as black blood oozed out, and she gargled up bile as the life drained from her terrifying face. 
 
    I knew she was about to start to sink along with the key we needed. It turned out I would need to get into the water after all, and Tala sent me fierce confirmation that she was ready to fight. 
 
    The pink-haired mermaid was already sinking below and into the blackness, and I didn’t have time to shoot the blonde one while still getting the key in time. So I put all my trust in my eidolon and slid my pack and weapons off before I jumped into the water. 
 
    Tala lunged onto the blonde mermaid right as I leaped, and I had to force myself to keep my focus on the sinking key, even as a blood-curdling scream from the blonde monster told me that my eidolon was holding her own. 
 
    But I was already taking in a deep breath as I hit the water. It was freezing and instantly made my clothing heavier, and I was grateful that I had chosen light fabrics as I plunged my face underwater. 
 
    I only had to swim a couple of strokes to reach the mermaid. Then I grabbed the chain around her neck and pulled, but the delicate chain was too strong to break. Even after a second try, it wouldn’t snap or budge from the rotting neck. 
 
    I was going to have to pull her up to unclip it properly. 
 
    My whole body recoiled as I grabbed the mermaid’s waist and felt the putrid skin push against mine. Then I swam upward toward the surface. 
 
    But something grabbed my ankle. 
 
    I looked down to see another mermaid with blue hair and flaking skin smiling up at me with foul teeth. There was no key on her neck, but my eyes darted further down to see more faces beginning to swim up. 
 
    A whole army of monstrous creatures moved through the water with their hands reaching up toward me from the gloom. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I kicked the blue-haired one as hard as I could in the face and felt a gross crunch against her skull. She screeched as she dropped my foot and gave me just enough time to manically swim to the surface as I started to feel lightheaded.  
 
    I crashed back up, and my eyes stung from the freezing water that rained down my face. Fresh air flooded my lungs as I breathed deeply and pulled the dead mermaid over to the walkway.  
 
    Tala had her teeth sunken into the neck of her mermaid, who only twitched limply. My eidolon had left her strangely sharp claw marks all over the fucker’s face, and the beast had finally stopped moving.  
 
    My wolf’s icy eyes were full of warrior rage as she gave one final crunch to make sure her prey was finished off. 
 
    “Quickly!” I yelled. “Get her over here, there’s more on their way!” 
 
    Tala instantly started to pull her kill over with her strong jaw as I scrambled onto the wooden walkway. It was fucking hard to haul myself up with one hand while the other clung onto a rotting body that slipped with every movement. But the army of creepy bitches below was more than enough encouragement to go fast, and I finally managed to scramble onto the wood.  
 
    I pulled the mermaid up and flung her face down before I helped Tala pull up her kill.  
 
    My heart thudded as I fumbled with the clasp and kept slipping with my wet fingers. Tala sent me a burst of cool confidence, though, and I took a deep breath before I finally opened the clasp. Then I quickly slid the key into my pocket before I turned to do the same for the other body, and two more faces burst up from the surface. 
 
    Both mermaids let out bone-chilling screams as they swam at us with horrific speed. Tala growled deeply as I unlocked the second key and stuffed it into my pocket to free up my hands. Then I hurriedly slid on my rucksack and loaded my crossbow before I aimed it at the closest mermaid.  
 
    Her bony arms reached out of the water to my ankle, and she was so close that I shot my bolt right into the center of her skull. She died instantly and sank while the second mermaid howled. 
 
    “Murderer!” she screamed. “He murdered our sisters!” 
 
    “Run!” I yelled as more faces appeared above the surface and swam toward us like torpedoes.  
 
    Mermaids appeared on either side just as we sprinted off onto the stairs. Then I felt a warning signal from Tala, and I glanced over my shoulder to see they had started to pull themselves out of the water. There were at least a dozen of them now with more appearing every second. They moved incredibly slowly out of the sea as they tried to haul themselves up the steps with their skinny arms. But it was the creepiest fucking thing I had ever seen in my life.  
 
    “Let’s see how he likes falling into darkness!” one of the mermaids spat, and the rest screeched with laughter. 
 
    Then they all clapped their bony hands in unison, and every torch in the room went out.  
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled as Tala brushed against me. 
 
    Even her wisps of goldish light had been dulled by whatever dark magic was alive in the room. We were in pitch blackness as I pulled out our keys and desperately tried to feel for the locks on the door.  
 
    The wet sound of tails scraping on stone was so close, but I just couldn’t see the fucking locks in front of me. 
 
    Then Tala barked and howled in warning as the rattling breathing got closer behind me. 
 
    “The potion!” I gasped as Tala snapped her fangs beside me.  
 
    I fumbled in the side pouch of my bag until I felt the three bottles. I remembered the light potion had a slightly different neck shape that tapered down further, and I pulled it out as my heartbeat thudded in my ears. 
 
    Both of our lives were riding on this working. 
 
    Tala snarled as I threw the potion onto the ground, and the whole room erupted with amber light. My soul damn near fell out my ass when I glanced back and saw the amount of horrific mermaids that had crawled onto the steps. Some of them were mere feet away as they scraped their flesh against the steps. 
 
     A bony hand reached out and grabbed my ankle, and I slammed my boot up to connect with the monster’s face. I grimaced as her neck broke from the impact, and the fingers around my ankle loosened. 
 
    Tala howled with fury and sent me an instruction to open the doors and leave the mermaids to her. Turning my back on those haunting bitches was the last thing I wanted to do, but I forced myself to face the exit while my warrior leaped onto the closest mermaid.  
 
    The sound of flesh being torn from bone mixed with screams and nails desperately scraping on stone. Sheer panic and adrenaline coursed through me as I kept my hands as steady as I could. I shoved the first key in the top hole and wiggled it for a second before confirming it was wrong. Then I swapped it down to the next hole and put the other key into the first. 
 
    Both locks clicked loudly as I turned both keys at once, and the door swung open. 
 
    “Go!” I yelled as I swung back to Tala. “Get out!” 
 
    My eidolon had her teeth sunk deeply into a mermaid’s face while one of her paws scraped another of the beasts’ chest. Tala quickly dropped her prey and gave one final howl of rage before she leaped past me in a blur of gold and auburn.  
 
    I shot after her in a heartbeat and slammed the door so hard it made debris tumble down from the frame above. The screams of the mermaids immediately stopped as I pressed my back against the wood to make sure nothing broke through. Sweat poured down my neck as my pulse went a million miles an hour. My wet clothes clung to my body tightly as I shook out the water from my hair. 
 
    That room had been fucking terrifying, but we had completed it. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned as I closed my eyes and rested my head against the door. “I thought mermaids were meant to be hot women with tails. That was like The Walking Dead.” 
 
    Tala pawed at my leg, and I opened my eyes to see her staring up at another countdown clock. It looked like we had about three quarters of our time left, and I had no idea how many rooms were still to go. 
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded. “We have to keep moving. Are you okay? You didn’t get hurt?” 
 
    Tala’s rush of warm confirmation assured me that my eidolon lover was fine, and we were ready to take on the rest of the temple.  
 
    My breathing returned to normal as we started to walk down another long stretch of corridor. The blues of the stone were much darker down on this level, but the navy-blue colors still danced against the torchlight. 
 
    We were both on high alert as we silently strolled along, and each of my senses strained to try and work out what the next trap would bring us. The pathway began to spiral down, and I was shocked at how deep this temple took us. Then we turned another bend and almost walked right into a brick wall. 
 
     I steadied myself after halting so quickly and felt a rush of worry that we had somehow taken the wrong path. But then I noticed that there was something etched onto the navy-blue stone in thin, silver swirls.  
 
    It was lines of something that looked like text, but I couldn’t read what it said. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Is this another symbol challenge?” 
 
    Tala whimpered and tilted her head as her dazzling eyes scanned the etchings back and forth. 
 
    “Can you read this?” I asked, and my eidolon nodded. 
 
    She looked at me pointedly as another gong rang out through the temple warning us to hurry up. I would only be able to hear her voice translate the text if she was back inside the ring, so I quickly flicked my wrist at the wolf.  
 
    The golden light and mist danced around her as she was taken back into the ruby in the blink of an eye. It felt jarring to suddenly be standing by myself in the corridor, but I didn’t feel alone. Tala’s presence was always with me, and I needed her voice more than her warrior might right now. 
 
    Colton, she breathed huskily. Are you going to be okay there without me? 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I glanced over my shoulder. “These walls echo a lot with our steps. I’ll be able to hear if there’s anything coming. If I can deal with zombie mermaids, then I can deal with anything.” 
 
    I said it to reassure myself as much as Tala as I stared back at the engravings on the wall. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I took a deep breath. “What does it say?” 
 
    Test your mind before your mettle, Tala read out to me. Speak truth with your hand to the wall, and you shall pass. Speak false, and you shall be the one to fall. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I said as I paced back and forth. “Alright, it sounds like I need to answer some questions or something. I think I can do this.” 
 
    You already proved yourself quite clever with tests of the mind, Tala said eagerly. You knew what to do about the boat and animals. 
 
    “Let’s hope I’m as clever this time around,” I said warily. 
 
    Another deep gong echoed around the temple, and I put any traces of self-doubt to the back of my mind. I had been through so much dangerous shit throughout my short time as an adventurer. There was no way a few true or false questions were going to be my downfall. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said firmly. “Read the question out to me.” 
 
    Okay, Tala said. What always runs but never walks, often murmurs, never talks, has a bed but never sleeps, has a mouth but never eats? 
 
    The eidolon fell silent as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed. “It’s not looking for true or false answers. The instructions were talking about solving riddles. Get the riddle correct, and we keep going. I don’t want to know what ‘you shall fall’ means if I’m wrong, though…” 
 
    I frowned as I looked around me, but then I realized there were tiny little spaces between the stones of the floor beneath me. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I breathed as my heart leaped into my throat. “I think this whole fucking floor is gonna drop if I get this wrong. Shit. Let me think for a moment.” 
 
    I started to pace way more carefully as my mind exploded with ideas.  
 
    “Never talks,” I muttered. “Has a bed… a riverbed! It’s a river!” 
 
    Are you sure? Tala hissed. You only get one chance. 
 
    I ran through the riddle again in my mind and was confident that I had chosen correctly. The answer even fit in with the vibe of the Floating Temple, and I pressed my palm against the cool stone of the wall before me.  
 
    “The answer is a river,” I said loudly, and I waited as I stared at the wall. 
 
    Then my palm vibrated, and I pulled my hand back as the whole wall crumbled into dust. Navy-blue debris tumbled to the ground as another stretch of the spiraling corridor was revealed to us. 
 
    Yes! Tala cheered. You’re so clever, Colton… I know so many adventurers who would never have gotten that. 
 
    “My nerdy side is paying off,” I chuckled as I stepped over the rubble. 
 
    Clever as well as strong, Tala said smugly. This is why you’re the greatest adventurer to ever wear my ring. 
 
    I turned the next bend to find the same setup laid out before me. The wall had a shorter sprawl of text which I reckoned meant it didn’t have the initial instructions.  
 
    My victory with the first riddle had pumped me full of adrenaline, but I couldn’t let that make me sloppy. Each wall was its own trap, and I had to give every one of them complete focus.  
 
    Ready? Tala asked with steely confidence. 
 
    “Go for it,” I said as I drummed my fingers against the handle of my mallet. 
 
    You will see this in every body of water, Tala said. But it will never get wet, and you can never catch it. 
 
    A gong rang out as I ran a hand through my hair and shifted from foot to foot.  
 
    What lived in every body of water? Some kind of fish? 
 
    Colton, Tala said urgently. Do you know this one? 
 
    “I’ve never heard it before,” I breathed as my mind raced. “Shit.” 
 
    What can never get wet? Tala asked. I don’t understand. 
 
    “And you will never catch it,” I muttered. “There’s some bodies of water with no life inside, so how can this be in every one?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and ran through everything that could be found in a river, sea, and pond. There had to be an obvious answer that I was missing, and I had to not overthink it. I imagined myself looking into a river to see what was inside. There would obviously be a surface, the bank, the riverbed. 
 
    “Reflection!” I yelled excitedly as the image popped into my brain. “Your reflection!” 
 
    That’s it! Tala gasped. Quickly! 
 
    “The answer is your reflection,” I said as I pressed my hand against the wall and held my breath. 
 
    Relief washed over me as I felt the vibration against my fingers before the wall tumbled down to a mess on the floor. I felt fucking invincible as I raced around the next corner to find the next wall. There was another clock sitting above us that showed we had about half of our time left. 
 
    It says this is the final riddle, Tala said quickly. You’re doing amazingly well, Colton. 
 
    “Let’s get this shit done,” I said determinedly. “Read it to me.” 
 
    Okay, Tala said. I never move when I cross the river. What am I? 
 
    I waited for more, but my eidolon fell silent. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. 
 
    That’s what it says, Tala said, and she went quiet to let me think. 
 
    I paced back and forth and didn’t look up at the clock as I heard it creak forward. This was our final riddle, and we had slightly under half our time left. Something that could get across a river without moving. 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I stopped in my tracks. “A bridge. Bridges cross rivers, and they don’t move.” 
 
    That must be it! Tala urged.  
 
    I hesitated before I placed my hand down and tried to wrack my brain for any other possible answer. What if I had just jumped on my first idea, but it wasn’t right? This wasn’t a situation that I could fight my way out of. It was all down to quick thinking. 
 
    Colton, Tala said softly. I can feel your doubts, but you have to believe in yourself. You must keep moving forward. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said as I shook my arms out. “Fuck. Okay.” 
 
    I’m here with you, Tala growled with determination. We’re going to get through to the next room together. 
 
    A louder gong sounded as I pressed my palm up against the navy stone and took a deep breath. 
 
    “The answer is a bridge,” I said loudly, and I braced myself for the floor to move beneath me. 
 
    But the wall shuddered against my hand before it toppled down and left a cloud of blue dust hanging in the air. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” I hissed as I punched the air. “We did it!” 
 
    I told you, Tala said confidently. You can’t be beaten. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I snorted. Okay, let’s keep going…” 
 
    Determination rose within me as I hurried down the spiral to whatever lay ahead. I knew there could only be one or two more traps left. We had made good time with all the previous puzzles, but we didn’t have long left before the timers ran out. I had no idea what would happen when the dials returned to their places, but I knew it would be deadly. 
 
    I can sense something, Tala said quietly as the spiral finally ended, and we were met with a short corridor that led to another set of stairs at the end.  
 
    Then I carefully made my way down the hallway ready to attack any sudden enemies. My fingers tightened around my mallet as the sound of splashing water echoed around the walls. There was something about the noise that made a shiver run through my whole body. It was such a natural sound, but every one of my senses sent me a warning signal.  
 
    Maybe I was picking up on Tala’s skills again, but I knew we were about to meet our hardest room yet. 
 
    I finally reached the top of the stairs to see that they led down to a round viewing platform that ran along the circular room. Underneath was a huge pool filled with crystal clear water, and I spotted the artifact right away.  
 
    It was a glowing shape that glistened with silver and was wedged in a crack in the wall halfway down the pool. There was an assortment of junk all over the viewing platform that looked like random items someone had dumped from their home. Planks of wood, nets, broken chairs, and large tables gathered dust. 
 
    But there was something else inside the water that made the air leave my lungs as I watched it. 
 
    A huge shark swam slowly around in laps below the surface. It was the size of a great white, but its skin was dark green with blue veins protruding from odd angles. Each fin had chunks missing, and its thick tail had sharp spikes sticking out of the end. The shark’s eyes were bright red, and it moved its mouth open and closed to show off two rows of teeth on the bottom and top.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I said as I stared down at it. 
 
    There’s something beside you, Tala said, and I turned to see more silver engravings on the wall. 
 
    “What is it?” I breathed as I tried not to let the shark hear me. 
 
    This is the final trial, Tala read. But a wall of water awaits all those who fail to beat the dial. 
 
    My head snapped as another gong rang out, and I spotted a huge sundial sitting high up on the far wall. The hand slowly eased around, and I reckoned I had about forty minutes to complete this last room. 
 
    This was going to be the deadliest task I had faced yet, and time was running out.
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 Chapter 17 
 
    The shark swam in circles over and over as I stared down at the circular room. I would rather jump into the mermaid sea again than have to share space with this fucker, but there was no other choice. 
 
    I think that’s a pearlstone, Tala muttered. Those are seriously rare, so it would go for loads in a market. 
 
    “I just need to get to it without getting bitten in half,” I muttered. 
 
    There was no sign of a trapdoor to drain the water out, or any tunnels that I could use to pass the shark. I was going to have to just go in with it. 
 
    Maybe we can kill it before you go down? Tala suggested. You’ve got your crossbow… 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded. “And I know now that I’ll never run out of bolts, either.” 
 
    I loaded up my silver weapon before I carefully started to make my way down the stairs. I tried to make every step silent and keep my breathing quiet. Being so close to such a huge animal was terrifying, even if I wasn’t right there in the water with it. I didn’t want to know if it could jump up to the lookout ledge to attack, but I had a feeling it could.  
 
    Just breathe, Tala said quietly. You’ve got the control here. This is your temple. 
 
    I nodded as I stopped on the final step that opened out on both sides to the ledge. The shark’s red eyes shot up to meet me, and it started to swim faster around its enclosure. 
 
    It looked like it was excited to see its dinner. As if it knew I would be coming down into its lair without it having to do anything about properly hunting me down. 
 
    How many adventurers had it crunched between its sharp rows of teeth so far? 
 
    Given the reputation of the Floating Temple, I’d honestly guess that the majority of the adventurers who hesitated on this particular path met their gruesome end right here. 
 
    I held my head up as I pushed those thoughts aside to make room for pure focus. My posture was straight and confident as I took aim and waited until the shark had circled back around to my side of the room. Then I pulled the cool metal of the trigger and watched my bolt fly right toward the beast’s side.  
 
    But the projectile bounced off the shark like it was made of rubber, and the bolt quickly sank. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I breathed as I lowered the crossbow. “It didn’t work.” 
 
    It must have some kind of charm around it, Tala hissed. The magic of the temple is protecting it. 
 
    My blood ran cold as I stared down at the shark that suddenly sounded impossible to kill. 
 
    Then another gong rang out inside the temple and reminded me that every second left was vital.  
 
    Sweat built up on my brow as I forced myself to reevaluate the situation. There was a way to win this. I just had to look around and think. 
 
    “There’s so much shit laying around,” I said as I eyed three dusty beams on the floor. “Maybe I need to use this to get to the artifact.” 
 
    How will that help? Tala asked. We’ve already tried attacking the shark. 
 
    “Then it must be for something else,” I said as I crouched down to examine the wood. “This stuff is dusty as hell, but it’s still firm. Maybe I can build a trap for the shark while I dive down?” 
 
    Colton, Tala said in a warning tone. You really want to jump in there? 
 
    “I would rather not,” I muttered as I glanced at the clock. “But I don’t think I have much choice.” 
 
    I could feel Tala’s concern radiating through me, but she didn’t object. Our whole dynamic was built on trust, even if it worried her to watch me perform dangerous tasks.  
 
    So I stood up and looked around at every item that was laid out, and it all started to make sense.  
 
    These tasks were always deadly and difficult, but they were never impossible. The temple had provided what I needed to get to the artifact, and I just had to put it all together. Only the worthiest players could win this game. 
 
    There were plenty of thick ridges and cracks that ran right down the walls of the pool. Those would work great for inserting beams to hold the trap steady. I spotted a pile of silver wire along with netting and rope, too, so surely I could build something with all of that? 
 
    “No,” I muttered. “This is a monster shark. I can’t use some shitty wood to keep it away.” 
 
    I looked at the junk and tried to work out what the hell I could build with it all. The rolled-up nets looked thick, but how could I stretch it all the way across the pool? I could tie the nets to the long beams, but there was no chance that would hold back a fucking monster shark. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” I muttered as I rubbed my temples and tried to envision a trap. 
 
    Time was running out, and I had a shark that couldn’t be killed, a pile of junk, and an artifact that I needed to dive to get to.  
 
    I could do this shit. One step at a time. 
 
    This was a challenge for the worthiest adventurers, and I had already made my mark with some of the people in this world.  
 
    My mind flashed back to the sorceress who had deemed me special enough to give three potions to use. There were two bottles left in my pack, and I could use them to help me somehow.  
 
    “The expanding spell,” I muttered. “I could use that on something like that brick, and it would grow big enough to block the shark.” 
 
    It would also grow big enough to crush you, Tala said briskly.  
 
    “Not right away,” I said as I paced back and forth. “The sorceress said it causes things to grow at a slow and steady speed. So if I used it on a brick, then I could create a wall between me and the shark.” 
 
    Only for a few minutes at best, Tala said. Before it expanded enough to crush you against the stone. 
 
    “I don’t think I have another choice,” I said as I glanced at the timer. “This junk can make a sloppy, breakable trap, but it won’t hold. Or I can use my potion and swim as fast as fucking possible.” 
 
    What if the shark gets trapped on the side with the artifact? Tala asked, and I felt sweat build up on the back of my neck. 
 
    “We distract it,” I said as a gong echoed through the temple. “Keep its eyes on us while the brick grows.” 
 
    How will you make sure the brick lands where you want? Tala urged. 
 
    I tensely paced back and forth as I studied the junk before I hurried over to grab a dusty length of rope. 
 
    “I tie it to this to move it,” I said quickly. “I’ll have a few seconds to adjust it in the water before it gets too big to pull.” 
 
    Even as I said the words, I knew how risky it was. But that was part of being an adventurer: thinking on my feet with mere minutes left and only insane plans left to save the day.  
 
    I could feel Tala worrying about me deep in my bones, but we were running out of time. This was the final room, and there wasn’t a perfect answer that would solve all of our problems. It was going to be a deadly task either way, and I had to follow my instincts. 
 
    Okay, Tala murmured. But get me out of this ring. I want to be able to dive down and maul that shark if I have to. 
 
    We both knew the shark was protected by magic, but I would never deny her request to leave the ring. I quickly flicked my wrist to get my warrior spirit out, and the room glowed with golden light as she appeared in all her ghostly glory. 
 
    Her icy eyes locked into mine as I hurriedly rummaged in my pack for the right bottle.  
 
    The pink liquid looked so whimsical and pretty, but I knew this plan had the potential to kill me. And unfortunately, it was our best shot for getting through this challenge in time, so I grabbed one of the bricks that sat by the pool and carefully tied the thick rope around it.  
 
    Tala growled deeply at the shark as I prepared myself for the craziest risk I had taken yet. Every instinct I had screamed at me to get as far away from the water as possible as I slipped my boots off. I knew that the second I jumped in, the creature would come after me. 
 
    My dagger was the only item that I kept with me as I hurriedly shuffled down to the edge of the pool and took a deep breath. Then I poured the pink liquid onto the brick and hurled it into the center of the water.  
 
    It splashed down fairly close to the middle, and I swiftly tugged the rope so the brick laid lengthwise in order to divide the pool where I wanted. 
 
    Then I raced to the left-hand side of the platform to keep the shark from getting trapped in with the artifact. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled as I dropped down as low as I could and dangled an arm. “Smell this yummy skin, fucker!” 
 
    The shark glanced at me but continued to lazily swim.  
 
    Tala growled deeply before she howled and pranced around to catch the beast’s attention. But the monster’s gaze never lingered on her no matter how much noise she created. I could tell that this fucker craved something more than my warrior spirit could provide with her howls. It wanted blood. 
 
    My heart was in my throat as I decided on the best way to get its attention. 
 
    “I’ll cut my hand,” I hissed as I tore my dagger from its sheath. 
 
    My eidolon was so connected to me that I felt the pang of concern this idea brought her, but she didn’t try to stop me. She only whined lightly as pulled the blade over my skin, and as soon as blood bloomed at the surface, I sheathed the dagger and held my hand back down to the water until a drop of red hit the surface. 
 
    The shark instantly swam toward me with its nostrils flaring, and I prepared to roll out of the way if it tried to jump. But it stayed underwater as it snapped its jaw threateningly, and the brick behind it began to grow. The movement was slow and steady as the gray stone widened and heightened with every passing second. I kept moving and yelling enough to fascinate the shark as Tala joined in leaping around like a startled puppy.  
 
    My heartbeat quickened as I watched the brick grow from the potion until it had finally hit both sides of the pool. I just needed a few more seconds for it to get taller before it was time to move. 
 
    The shark suddenly realized that something was up, and it turned around just as the brick had almost reached the surface of the water. Tala barked, and I sprinted around to the other side where the artifact lay. 
 
    Every possible danger raced through my mind as I pictured the shark leaping over the makeshift wall like a show pony, but my only option was to try. Tala’s confidence and love helped work me up, and I held my breath as I jumped down into the pool with zero elegance.  
 
    Cool water enveloped me as I plunged below the surface and felt the rush of movement behind me. I spun around to see the brick shudder as the huge shark swam right into it over and over. My blood ran cold when I pictured the beast smashing through or the brick crushing me against the wall as it grew.  
 
    Then I forced myself to focus on the final task despite the threat of death looming so close by. I swam down toward the shining light that radiated from the rock wall. Underwater it glowed even brighter, and my limbs moved faster than they ever had before as I swam. I could hear the groaning of the rocks as the brick grew ever so slightly with every second. Tala’s presence was still with me, and I knew she would warn me when time was almost up. 
 
    I reached the rockface and found a beautiful jewelry box that was made from glowing, pearlescent material. It looked seriously expensive, and I grabbed it just as a huge warning signal surged through my body from Tala. Her fear and urgency pumped through my veins as I slid the box under my arm and turned to see the shark successfully starting to break through the brick. Each time it flung itself onto the wall, debris floated up in clouds as cracks started to form. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I summoned every ounce of my strength as I swam upward. My limbs burned as I swung my legs and felt my chest start to tighten from holding my breath. The desperate need for air, mixed with the threat of the ever-growing brick, made me swim faster than I ever had before.  
 
    Tala howled above the surface, and I knew time was almost out. The shark flung itself against the brick, which was still growing, and the pool was starting to creak from the pressure. 
 
    I finally crashed through the surface and manically began to climb up the jagged rock face to the viewing level. 
 
    Then a stone door on the far side of the pool began to rise as the dial above it creaked another inch toward its original spot. Tala barked urgently, and the shark swam so violently against the brick that water splashed everywhere.  
 
    I grabbed my bag and weapons as Tala picked up my boots in her mouth, and we sprinted along the platform. The brick was rising up beneath our feet toward the viewing level, and I glanced down to see the shark being pushed against the pool wall. 
 
    A steady gong echoed out and made my ears ring as my feet painfully slapped against the metal floor. We leaped over the junk as each gong grew louder and louder. 
 
    Time was up, and we had to get the fuck out of this temple.  
 
    We finally raced through the exit door to be met with the steepest and longest staircase I had ever seen in my life. Neither of us tried to communicate as we put all of our effort into sprinting up the stone steps toward the distant light at the top.  
 
    The gong was so loud now that the whole temple shook beneath our feet. 
 
    We must have had seconds left, but my bond with Tala kept me strong. I could feel her love through our fear as I tuned out the sharp pain in the soles of my feet. Sweat mixed with pool water over my drenched skin as my heart beat inside my throat.  
 
    Tala sprinted up the stairs just ahead of me as we neared the top of the steep incline. I could feel the warmth of the sun on my face as sheer adrenaline forced me to speed up. Power and strength that I never thought possible worked through my legs until I saw Tala leap through the final doorway, and I threw myself after her. 
 
    My body fell onto lush grass as the door behind me slammed shut and became a solid wall. I lay on my back and stared at the bricks as my heart thudded so quickly that it made me nauseous. Every inch of my soaked body was in immense pain, but all I could focus on was the sheer euphoria that spread through my bond with Tala.  
 
    As I sat bolt upright, my wolf eidolon dropped my boots down and jumped around from side to side as her tail whipped back and forth. She raced around me like a puppy with the zoomies as a huge grin spread over my face. 
 
    The pain, coldness, and aches in my body were nothing compared to how it felt to be here– alive, victorious, and holding yet another rare artifact in my hand.  
 
    “We did it!” I yelled as I leaped to my feet. “We survived the Floating Temple!” 
 
    Tala howled as she continued to race around me with her ghostly glow shining extra bright. I couldn’t deal with how fucking adorable her excitement was in wolf form, and I spun around and held my prize up in the air. 
 
    The jungle had already started to warm me up and dry my clothes, and flashes of that final room raced through my mind.  
 
    It was without a doubt the deadliest task we had completed yet, and we had just made it by the skin of our teeth. I was on a high that could not be dampened by any amount of water in my socks.  
 
    I turned my face up to the sun that had crept out from behind wispy clouds. Warmth flooded through my whole body as I took a moment to bask in the glory of what I had just accomplished.  
 
    So many adventurers had failed to do what I had just done. This had been the hardest raid I had completed so far, and I had dominated every aspect of it. The mental challenges and physical ones had been brutal, but I had completed it.  
 
    “I think I’ve officially gotten the hang of being a real adventurer.” I grinned as Tala finally slowed down. “This is such a fucking rush! We really just completed one of the deadliest temples together. The ultimate master and eidolon team!” 
 
    I could feel pure love bursting from Tala as she gazed at me, and I finally started to catch my breath. 
 
    Then I looked down at the artifact in my hand. It glowed even brighter out in the sunlight and looked like it was made of opal or moonstone.  
 
    “I can probably sell this at home,” I said as I studied it. “But the market would probably be more fun… What do you say?” 
 
    Tala had stilled as she sniffed the box carefully, and I held it down for her to inspect properly. Her tail shot up and wagged again as her icy eyes darted to meet mine. I could feel another rush of pure excitement radiate from her, and I knew I had found something seriously valuable. 
 
    “Should we get someone at the market to examine it?” I asked eagerly.  
 
    Tala sent me a wave of agreement as I carefully packed the artifact into my bag, and I was once again reminded that I really had to keep my eye out for one of those rare magical bags. 
 
    I sure as hell didn’t want any of my hard work going to waste just because an artifact got damaged in my Earth bag. 
 
    My boots were still damp, but there was no chance that I was going to walk through the jungle barefoot. I tied my laces before I finally swung on my rucksack and crossbow and looked out at the jungle. 
 
    The front of the temple was nowhere in sight, but Tala confidently trotted into the trees. It was still late afternoon, judging by the sunlight which gave us a couple of hours before we needed to go home. 
 
    I felt like I was walking on air as we strolled through the blue-tinted leaves. Tala radiated pure joy as she strode proudly beside me, and I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face as we left the temple behind. 
 
    “I can’t believe how fucking big that shark was,” I said as we followed a steady incline. “That is the fastest I have ever swam in my life.” 
 
    Tala threw me a knowing look, and I could sense just how tense she had been waiting for me to come back up.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to get back to Earth and talk to her face to face about every second of the temple. There was so much to discuss, and I wanted to thank her properly for all the help she had given me. 
 
    “Maybe you can teach me to read your language,” I said eagerly. “That would be seriously cool and probably helpful in the temples, too.” 
 
    Tala nodded, but then her stance went rigid as her ears perked up. I looked ahead but couldn’t see anything, so we cautiously carried on. But when two male voices suddenly carried through the dense trees, we froze. 
 
    It sounded like these two men, whoever they were, were yelling at one another. 
 
    “Get back in the ring,” I said quietly. 
 
    Tala didn’t show any resistance as I flicked my wrist toward her, and the ghostly golden mist carried her back to the ruby. 
 
    Be careful, her husky voice said gently, and I felt a rush of warmth from hearing her talk. 
 
    I crept through the trees as silently as I could until the voices became clearer. Then I spotted two figures in a clearing past a tall bush that was covered in violet leaves. Both men were snarling at each other and pacing around in a circle with blades waving. 
 
    I kept as low as I could to avoid being spotted as I crept right up to the tall bush. There was a small gap through the branches that let me see through to the two men who were already brutally wounded. 
 
    Both were fairly large and fit men who had an array of weapons on their belts. One had a dark beard that was stained with blood, and the other guy had gray hair slicked back against his head. They were clearly adventurers who were almost close to death, and I made sure not to move an inch or breathe too loudly. 
 
    “Give it to me!” the gray-haired guy spat with what sounded like the last of his strength. 
 
    “Fuck you!” the other hissed weakly. “The eidolon came to me!” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as my eyes darted down to his hand to see a ring on his finger. It was a silver band with a black gemstone in the center, and blood trickled down each finger around it.  
 
    “You are not worthy!” the gray dude roared, and he lunged with his blade swinging. 
 
    The other guy snarled and swung his sword at the same time, though, and I had to cover my mouth as I watched them slice one another’s throats in tandem. 
 
    My limbs froze up in shock. 
 
    A fucking tidal wave of blood splashed down onto the grass as both men dropped their weapons to grab their own necks. 
 
    I wrinkled my face in disgust, but I couldn’t seem to look away. The whole situation was so fucking violent and brutal, and there was no way either of these assholes was going to live. 
 
    Both of their eyes rolled back almost in unison, and yet they each used their final seconds to try and wrestle one another over this ring. Blood drenched their tunics more and more, and every grappling second that passed seemed to be in slow motion as their strength rapidly waned. 
 
    Neither of them lasted more than a minute. They both fell to the ground with a thud that shook the bush before me. 
 
    I waited for a beat and heard nothing but the distant birds that sang carelessly around us.  
 
    “They’re dead,” I finally muttered as I slowly got to my feet and walked into the clearing. 
 
    I told you, Tala said sadly. It’s more than just maniacs like Korth who go to great lengths to gain eidolons. Most adventurers would kill and get killed for the chance of possessing one. 
 
    I went straight for the dark-haired guy and crouched down beside his limp arm. The ring felt like it called to me as I stared at the golden etching on the black gem. It was made of much sharper angles than Tala’s, and I stared at it for a moment trying to decide what to do. 
 
    “I can’t just leave it here,” I said gently, and immediately felt a brush of resistance from Tala. 
 
    Colton, she said firmly. You have to. Nobody is powerful enough to be master of two eidolons. It’s not possible. Someone else will come and get it eventually. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “Probably another one of these greedy fuckers. What if the next person subjects the eidolon to the same life you used to have?” 
 
    I felt Tala’s hesitation as I stared deeply into the black gem.  
 
    “You know the life that eidolons must suffer with other adventurers,” I said softly. “Tala, I can’t just let this spirit warrior wait here for the next evil piece of shit to claim it. Or what if nobody comes by here until these bodies rot? What if this eidolon just becomes lost to the jungle?” 
 
    No eidolon should suffer that, Tala said quietly. We are mighty spirits. And if we leave her and she’s unfound… Well, there is a chance she would never be released again. 
 
    “She?” I asked as my gut clenched. “Are all eidolons females, then?” 
 
    All those I have heard of or sensed, yes, she admitted. She would probably end up being taken to the graveyard by the nymphs if she remains here. 
 
    “The what?” I asked as I stared down at the black gem. “And did you just say nymphs?” 
 
    Yes, and the graveyard is a place where lost weapons and even artifacts end up, Tala said. Somewhere that she would never end up being discovered. 
 
    The graveyard sounded seriously eerie, but it was hard to focus on anything other than the ring. Leaving this spirit would end in hell for her no matter what happened, and it solidified my determination to make sure this eidolon stayed safe. 
 
    “I know that this seems crazy, but so has everything I’ve done since I found the portal box,” I sighed. “We have to take her home with us. Just to be sure she can’t fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    I don’t like this risk at all, Tala said. But I trust you, Colton. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gently. 
 
    I knew that taking this ring was a huge risk that could cause serious issues, but I couldn’t leave her. There was another warrior spirit in there just like Tala, and she deserved more than a life lost to the graveyard or greed. 
 
    The black gem sparkled as I moved my hand toward it, and I felt a rush of adrenaline as I gripped the silver band. 
 
    Then a message appeared in black text before me. 
 
    Claim the Owl of the High Tides Eidolon.
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 Chapter 18 
 
    I stared at the message until it vanished a few seconds later, and I hurriedly slipped the ring from the man’s finger. The worry about what I was doing was overruled by the excitement of thinking of a ghostly owl eidolon, and how fucking cool she would look swooping through the temples. 
 
    But I was also overwhelmed with the desire to protect this new spirit I had acquired.  
 
    Knowing that there was an ancient spirit guardian inside was a huge responsibility. I had to make sure she got to safety before someone else found us. There were so many adventurers, and I knew that word had to travel about the whereabouts of the eidolons. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I said as I gently put the ring into my pocket. “We’re not going to risk the market today. If I can’t sell the artifact on Earth, then I can bring it to a market another time.” 
 
    Good idea, Tala growled. I’ll guide you back to our original spot. 
 
    “Do I have to swing over all those vines again?” I snorted as I got to my feet. 
 
    Maybe not, Tala said thoughtfully. If you only have to be on the mountain on Earth, maybe just being near the original location would work. 
 
    I took one last glance at the dead adventurers and their gruesome wounds. The murderous lengths that people went to for eidolons was crazy, but I knew that I would also protect Tala with my life if I had to. 
 
    So it was somewhat understandable.  
 
    My wolf eidolon guided me through the jungle as I kept patting my pocket to check the other ring was still there. It felt like such a huge responsibility to carry this other spirit through the trees.  
 
    Especially when I knew that she should actually remain trapped in her ring. 
 
    I already had an eidolon. I wanted Tala beside me for the rest of my life. 
 
    But I couldn’t stop thinking about this other spirit I carried inside my pocket. 
 
    What was her story? Would she also turn into a woman if she was released on Earth? 
 
    My head was dizzy with thoughts, and I took a breath as Tala guided me around an area of jungle we hadn’t been through before. The route was different on our way from the back exit of the temple, but I barely registered the views around me as I thought about the new eidolon. 
 
    She possesses black mana, Tala said after a while. That’s one of my strongest allied colors. 
 
    “Really?” I asked eagerly. “I got another message telling me she was the Owl of High Tides. Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    I’ve heard of her, Tala said a little stiffly. She’s an incredibly powerful spirit. 
 
    “I doubt she’s as powerful as you,” I said in a teasing voice that I hoped would calm the wolf-woman down a little. 
 
    Her tone wasn’t the only indicator of her concerns right now. I caught the slightest hint of what almost seemed like jealousy coming through our connection, and I didn’t want her to worry for one moment that I would simply replace her with another eidolon. 
 
    I doubt it as well, Tala replied, and I smiled at her less hostile tone. I wonder why you keep getting these messages, though. It would be interesting to find out if all the adventurers do. 
 
    “I can try and find out,” I said. “Next time we find another friendly one, I’m sure I can drop it into a conversation, but I would expect so. The merchant in the market who sold me the crossbow seemed to know it was linked to an eidolon, so I assume he saw the message that came with it as well.” 
 
    That does seem likely, she agreed. 
 
    We came to a small bridge that crossed a bubbling stream, and I checked each side of the water for demonic mermaids before I crossed. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    “Why do you even have allied mana?” I asked out of curiosity as I carried on over the thick grass. “If nobody can wield two eidolons, then why do some of them work together better than others?” 
 
    It’s a good question, Tala sighed a little reluctantly. I’ve thought about it myself over the years. You see, when I am contained within the ring, I am in a sort of void-like existence. I am all mana, with no form. I am sort of swimming in my energy, so to speak. And when I am near other eidolons, I can sense their own mana beginning to press against mine. This is how I’ve learned which colors are most abrasive to me, and which almost seem… like allies, I suppose. And after so many years of sensing these small snippets of mana swirling around and interacting with my own, I have wondered if adventurers have just never… learned to do what they’re supposed to. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I sensed hesitation through our bond. 
 
    I don’t want you to get ideas, Tala warned. But I always wondered if there was something adventurers have been missing about using eidolons. Because so many of them are despicable masters, I’ve never been able to truly explore my talents. Until now, of course. And so few are even capable of surviving a connection to an eidolon. Unlike yourself… 
 
    I grinned as I felt a rush of warmth radiate from my eidolon lover. It was true that so many adventurers became overpowered with greed and evil once they found one of the rings. They used the spirits as brutal soldiers without giving any thought to ways they could help them develop. 
 
    And it sounded like most were eventually consumed when their unhealthy spirit connection got the better of them.  
 
    But was there some way of having two eidolons fight together? I could already hear the arguments Tala would provide if I said the idea out loud, but she clearly had some nagging thoughts herself. 
 
    I was so lost in ideas that I was shocked when I finally reached the lake I had first crossed over. The island sat empty in the middle, and I quickly checked that we were alone before I pulled the portal box from my rucksack.  
 
    “Okay,” I sighed as I stroked the silver metal. “Ready to go home?” 
 
    More than ever, Tala murmured warmly. 
 
    The exhaustion had started to set in as I prepared myself to be flung around in a hurricane. I flipped open the box and was immediately swept up in the violent wind. My limbs ached more than ever as I tried to keep them pressed into my body while making sure my hand was clamped down over my pocket. Even in the midst of the magical tornado, I had to keep the new eidolon safe. 
 
    Finally, I was thrown onto the grass with so much force that my whole body stung as I landed on my side.  
 
    “That never gets more pleasant,” I wheezed as I slowly pushed myself up to see I was back on the proper mountainside. 
 
    The original spot where we had left from was a few feet away, but I was pretty damn close. It was good to know that being relatively close to the spot we were transported to still worked, and I wondered again if we even had to be on the mountain at all.  
 
    For now, every bone felt like it ached as I rubbed my temple and looked around to make sure nobody else was there.  
 
    “Ready to come out?” I asked quietly. 
 
    Yes, Tala replied simply, and I moved my wrist quickly. 
 
    The mountain glowed as my beautiful eidolon appeared before me in human form. Her sharp face glowed against the last of the daylight, and her icy eyes locked onto mine. 
 
    Then she stepped forward and flung herself into my arms as I groaned with happiness. Our lips met as we shared a deep kiss and enjoyed the comforting warmth of each other’s bodies. Fighting alongside my eidolon in her wolf form was seriously badass, but nothing compared to enjoying her presence as the beautiful woman she was.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered as she nuzzled into my neck. 
 
    “I love you more,” I breathed as I stroked her soft hair. 
 
    “Impossible,” Tala muttered as she prodded me in the chest before she pulled back. 
 
    For the briefest moment, I thought I sensed another flicker of jealousy coming from her, but it was gone in a flash as I sent her a soft smile. 
 
    There was nothing I wanted more than to fall to the ground with her, but I couldn’t deny, there was a whole new explosion of thoughts that were erupting in my mind. So I focused instead on making sure all of my weaponry was packed away and covered before we started to make our way down the mountain. 
 
    Then my brain went full-force into scouting mode. 
 
    I scanned the ground carefully as we walked to check for any signs of someone camping out nearby. Every one of my senses was on high alert despite my exhaustion, but it didn’t seem like the asshole from the forum was anywhere nearby. That worry eased as we carried on down the mountain since he didn’t know what I looked like. There was no way he would know it was me unless he spotted us using the portal box that was now safely tucked into my pack. 
 
    It was earlier in the day than the last time we made the hike down, and we ran into plenty of walkers on our way. 
 
    I managed to muster up a few smiles and greetings as we passed families and hiking couples, but I kept checking my pocket to make sure the owl eidolon was safely stowed away. 
 
    She must have been so confused without being able to ask questions about where she was.  
 
    Could she tell that she had been taken to another world? 
 
    I clutched Tala’s hand tightly all the way back home. The whole journey was a haze, and I had navigated back with pure muscle memory. We did the final trek up the stairwell and thankfully didn’t run into any neighbors. Then I took a while to find my key in the rucksack, but I eventually let us into my apartment. 
 
    My whole body relaxed as I stripped off my rucksack and weapons. I groaned as I peeled my boots off, followed by my socks that were still slightly wet.  
 
    The whole time, Tala paced back and forth. She watched me as the tension coming from her slowly increased, and her icy eyes darted down to my pocket at least ten times. 
 
    “I had to do it,” I said quietly. 
 
    The tension built up in a sudden surge between us, but she didn’t lash out. 
 
    “I know.” Tala nodded. “But… what’s the plan now? To just walk around with her in your pocket? I suppose you could wait until you meet another adventurer who is actually kindhearted, or–” 
 
    “Then she would get stolen,” I said firmly. “I… I know I can protect her. I should protect her.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Tala asked as she crossed her arms. “Casting me off, and–” 
 
    “Never,” I said with more force than I’d intended, and I crossed the room to stand directly in front of her. “You know I could never cast you off. I love you, Tala. Don’t let the presence of this other ring make you question that.” 
 
    “Then what do you intend to do?” she demanded as a wave of anxiousness rolled from her and into me. “Do you want to try and use two of us? Colton, what I said before was just my own speculation. If there is some way to use two eidolons at once, it’s never been done before, and I will never risk harming you simply to test–” 
 
    “I know that,” I said as I raked a hand through my hair. Then I turned away and collapsed on the sofa. “But we’ve been through so much deadly shit, and I know I’ve only scraped the surface of what Fablewild has to offer. I’m going to need every ounce of power and strength I can get to survive this, and what better way than to have two warriors with me?” 
 
    Tala bit down on her lip and turned away. She prowled three circles around the room as her anxiousness mounted, but then our eyes met, and her love for me radiated so strongly that my breath caught in my throat. 
 
    “Colton,” Tala said urgently. “So many adventurers die from their own spirits not being able to handle one of us, never mind two!” 
 
    I pulled out the ring and placed it down on the coffee table. The black gem shone against the fading sunlight that poured through the window, and I knew I couldn’t keep the eidolon trapped inside with no say on her own future. 
 
    “Maybe she should decide,” I said after a moment. “Why don’t we ask her what she wants? Explain the situation, and if she wants to be taken back and given to someone else, then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Tala stared at me silently as she prowled back and forth some more before she stopped to place her hands on her lean hips. 
 
    “We have no idea what will happen,” she said quietly. “If you take another eidolon out when I’m already here… What if… What if you’re overpowered? What if… you decide you want her more than me?” 
 
    Her voice broke as she spoke, and I got to my feet and walked up to her. 
 
    “That is never going to happen,” I said firmly as I held her face in my hands. “I fucking worship you, and we’re going to be together forever. You will always be my eidolon, but I need to try and help her. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    Tala’s icy eyes watered as she smiled at me, and I planted a loving kiss on her dark lips. 
 
    “I know,” she breathed. “It’s just never been done before, Colton. At least, nobody has ever been strong enough to survive it if it has been done.” 
 
    “I’ll take your ring off,” I said as I looked down at the ruby. “You’re already out, so maybe that will make things easier?” 
 
    I hated the idea already. I hadn’t removed it once since claiming the wolf-woman as my own, but it seemed safe enough to do it in the apartment, with no one around who could possibly steal it from me. 
 
    “The connection has already been made,” Tala said as she shook her head. “Taking the ring on or off won’t sever that, Colton. You must wear it to summon me, of course, and for us to communicate through our spirits. But energetically, our souls are joined forever now, unless another takes your place as my master, or your life has ended. Summoning another eidolon could really weaken you.” 
 
    She bit her lip as she watched me with worry filling her icy eyes. I knew how completely devoted Tala was to me, and that made the idea of hurting me devastating. But I needed to know that this eidolon was safe. It just wasn’t in my nature to leave an innocent being trapped in some weird holding cell of a void without at least checking in. 
 
    “Tala,” I said softly. “Our whole journey so far has been filled with things you never thought were possible. We need to at least try and help her.” 
 
    My beautiful warrior prowled back and forth some more before she spun around to face me. 
 
    “Promise me,” she growled. “That if you start to feel any signs of weakness or pain, you’ll pull her back into the ring and remove it. Your soul connection will be forged the moment you summon her, but given all we’ve been through, ours will be infinitely stronger. And I can’t lose you.” 
 
    “You will never lose me,” I said as I rubbed her arm. “I promise.” 
 
    Tala nodded and continued prowling silently as she watched me without blinking. I could feel her worry and tension, but there was also a trust that ran deeper than fear. She knew that I needed to do this, and I loved her for it. 
 
    I picked up the ring from the coffee table and felt the full weight of the situation all at once. I knew without a doubt that I was holding an ancient magical warrior in my hand. There was no telling what hell would be unleashed if this went wrong, but every instinct I had was telling me that this was the right thing to do. 
 
    I had already beat so many odds in Fablewild, and I was starting to believe that being an adventurer was truly what I was meant to do with my life. 
 
    Tala had spent too long being imprisoned and ignored. I couldn’t stand the thought of that happening to another eidolon. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said, and I slid the ring onto my finger. 
 
    The metal shrank down to wrap around my finger perfectly, and a strong sensation of power swept through my body instantly. Then I took a deep breath and flicked my wrist to unleash the eidolon. 
 
    An explosion of dark purple light filled the room as misty clouds danced out from the black stone. The golden symbol burned bright, and my jaw fell open as a woman appeared in my living room. 
 
    She was much shorter than Tala, but equally as stunning. Chocolate-brown curls with silver tips fell to her shoulders and framed her round face. She had the biggest, roundest, hazel eyes I had ever seen, a button nose, and lips that were plump and pink. Her petite frame had delightful curves, but her arms looked seriously strong. She wore a navy-blue slip of a dress that barely touched her knees and showed off some cleavage, too. 
 
    I stared at the stunning woman, but I didn’t have long to admire her. 
 
    Within seconds of appearing, her knees buckled underneath her. She whimpered as she fell, and I only just managed to dive forward fast enough to catch her. My arms slid around her small waist, and I easily carried her over to the couch. 
 
    I could tell she was distressed by the small chirps she made as I gently eased her onto the seat. 
 
    “You’re safe,” I said hurriedly as the woman struggled to keep her huge eyes open. “My name is Colton. I’m an adventurer, and this is my eidolon, Tala.” 
 
    But my warrior lover’s focus was entirely on me as her eyes flickered over every inch of me. She crouched beside me with her full lips hung open in awe. 
 
    “Colton,” she breathed. “Are you okay? You just… you summoned a second eidolon. Are you…” 
 
    She spoke like she could barely believe what she was saying, but I had never felt better in my fucking life. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I smiled. “I promise.” 
 
    “This has never been done before,” Tala whispered as her fingers gripped my arm. “Two eidolons, Colton. You just made Fablewild history.” 
 
    I smiled at my lover before I turned back to our beautiful new arrival. 
 
    “You…” the woman said weakly. “Eidolon?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Tala said a little tensely. “I’m the Wolf of Dusk, and… you are safe here with Colton. He possesses the truest heart I have ever met, and this is his home.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked gently, and the woman’s hazel eyes flickered to me as she struggled to keep them open. 
 
    “Neoma,” she breathed shakily, but then her head fell onto her shoulder as she drifted off. 
 
    I quickly checked that her pulse was okay before I glanced at Tala. 
 
    “I’m going to put her in the bed,” I said. “She’s exhausted. I thought you guys didn’t need to sleep much?” 
 
    “We don’t,” Tala said with wide eyes. “Unless our spirits are completely exhausted, but that would mean her master basically never let her rest.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound impossible,” I said sourly. “Poor woman. I’ll try and make her comfortable.” 
 
    “You’re such a good man,” Tala said softly as I scooped Neoma into my arms.  
 
    She was very easy to carry, and I felt complete responsibility for making sure she was okay. I took her into the bedroom and gently laid her down on the mattress before I pulled the cover over her. Her chocolate curls spread out on the pillow as she breathed softly and mumbled in her sleep. 
 
    As I looked down at her, I couldn’t help wondering if all eidolons were jaw-droppingly beautiful, or if I had just hit the jackpot with the two I’d met so far. 
 
    Neoma seemed completely dead to the world, though, and anger rose in my chest as I thought about how shitty her master must have been. I made sure the curtains were closed and quietly shut the door to find Tala pacing up and down the living room again. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense,” she muttered. “How can you have produced two eidolons in the same space and survived?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s different on Earth.” I shrugged. “There’s no magic just floating around here, could that make it easier?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Tala frowned. “But I think it’s more to do with you. Colton, I think you have something that no other adventurer has had before. We’ve already seen it with our bond, and how our connection has been strengthened. You can hear me speak to you when I am confined, that should be impossible…” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s because we slept together.” I grinned. 
 
    “Exactly!” Tala said as excitement washed over her. “And why did that happen in the first place? Because you didn’t try to control or drain me. You became my master and saw all of my strengths for what they are. You valued me, embraced my spirit, and only sought to coexist with it.” 
 
    I grabbed her waist and planted a kiss on her forehead. 
 
    “It’s what you deserve,” I said. “It’s what you all deserve.” 
 
    “And you’re the first one to ever do it,” Tala said, and the energy of an excited puppy was back. “I always knew that masters misused eidolons, and I just never dreamed that I would get to see how perfect the balance could really be.” 
 
    As she spoke, I realized there wasn’t even a scrap of jealousy in her anymore. Any uneasiness she had about me bringing this new eidolon into our lives had vanished entirely. She was all focus, all eagerness. She was practically buzzing with love and pride for me, but also with excitement about what had just occurred. 
 
    I was so lost in adoration for her that I nearly jumped out of my skin when my cell buzzed loudly. Tala giggled as I rolled my eyes and rummaged around to find my phone.  
 
    I unlocked it to find that the message was from my bank confirming a payment that had been received. My heart thudded in my chest as I opened my app to find that my payment from the jeweler had come in. 
 
    Thirty-two thousand dollars had been wired to my account. 
 
    I stared at the number as if it might vanish at any moment, and it took a moment to fully believe that I wasn’t seeing things from exhaustion. 
 
    “Colton,” Tala said gently. “Is everything okay? Is your brother talking to you through the… cell phone?” 
 
    “No,” I said numbly as I finally closed the app. “I just got paid for those gems, and it’s more money than I’ve ever had in my life.” 
 
    A slow grin spread over my face as the reality of my new life sank in. That wasn’t even all of the loot I had secured from the market, and it was still enough to pay my rent and bills for more than a year. Not to mention the roughly sixty thousand dollars I had coming my way once the rest of the red beryl sold. 
 
    If I got a similar amount for my next raid, then that number in my account would start to rocket upward like fucking crazy.  
 
    But it wasn’t just money that I had the chance to win inside the temples. There were badass weapons to trade for in Fablewild markets, and even magical relics out there waiting to be claimed. 
 
    And it seemed like I had the very first one in my possession already. 
 
    I would choose the adventurer life for the excitement alone, but this shit was really going to change my whole world.  
 
    Tala could clearly feel my adrenaline as she smiled widely and stroked my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re going to achieve so much,” she murmured. “This is just the beginning of our adventure.” 
 
    Her eyes suddenly widened as she spun around to grab my rucksack. She pulled it open and pulled out the pearly box as she muttered something to herself under her breath.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I frowned. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I got so distracted by all the concern with Neoma,” Tala said as she came back over with the pearly box. “I forgot to tell you what I sensed when you first showed me this. But your payment from our raid just reminded me.” 
 
    “Is it super expensive?” I grinned. “Am I going to be able to buy a castle?” 
 
    “Shhh,” Tala giggled as she held the box up to my ear. “Listen!” 
 
    She flipped the lid open, and the faintest hum drifted from the container. It was so quiet that it could only be heard right next to my ear, but it sent a pleasant shiver down my spine. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as Tala handed me the relic. 
 
    “Magic,” the eidolon said. “Colton, this box is enchanted. I don’t know what the enchantment is, but I can sense the spell woven into the stone.” 
 
    I stared down at the small container and felt a rush of amazement. This was more than a pretty goblet or a rare stone. I had actually found an artifact with magical properties. 
 
    “We’ll have to get it examined by an expert,” Tala said. “Not just someone you find at a market, but a real magic bearer. We might have to travel around to find a good one because so many of them have taken jobs with old money families.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do next time.” I smiled as I opened the pearly box again. “We’ll find out what cool shit we managed to save from the temple.” 
 
    “You’re the one that claimed it,” Tala said as her plump lips curled upward.  
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without you,” I said truthfully as I carefully packed the box back into my bag. 
 
    “We do make a good team.” Tala grinned. “Should we take the emerald goblet with us next time, too?” 
 
    “Nah,” I said. “I’ve decided to keep that as a token of my first temple raid. It’s a memory from the day my world changed forever. The day I met you.” 
 
    My words made her heart flutter with adoration, I could feel it deep in my own chest, and I smiled at how sure she’d grown in our bond now. 
 
    “You’re sweet,” Tala said gently. “I’m still coming to terms with how well we work together, and summoning a second eidolon just proves how powerful of a master you are.” 
 
    “You think this could work?” I asked as I glanced at the bedroom door. “Do you really think we could figure out how to fight alongside Neoma?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Tala said. “But I think the fact that you were able to bring her here at all proves that you’re capable of great things. The future is going to be so exciting.” 
 
    I kissed my beautiful eidolon and felt fireworks explode in my mind. Our souls were so connected, and I was riding a high from the crazy events of the day.  
 
    “Your clothes are still wet,” Tala giggled as she brushed a hand over my chest. 
 
    “I know,” I groaned. “I think I could use a shower. There is definitely temple grime all over me.” 
 
    “Can I come in with you?” Tala sent me a slightly wolfish grin. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I snorted. “As your master, I command that you come in with me. This is where I put my foot down.” 
 
    Tala stifled her laughter as I grabbed her waist and kissed her. Feeling her incredible body pressed up against mine was the perfect reward for another successful temple raid. I was excited to take a closer look at my newest artifact, but that could wait until my body was in slightly less pain. 
 
    “Do you think Neoma will be okay in there?” I asked as I led Tala into the bathroom. “I don’t want her to get scared when she wakes up.” 
 
    “She looked like she’ll be asleep for a while,” Tala sighed. “I can’t even imagine what her master must have put her through to wear her out that much. She must have been constantly out of the ring and awake for days on end. If she has no time to exist as her raw mana, as I do in my ring, then she cannot recharge.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how shitty people are,” I muttered as I turned on the water. “This is why I couldn’t just leave her there. I know there are other good adventurers, but I couldn’t risk another asshole finding her.” 
 
    Tala kissed my cheek gently before she started to strip off as steam filled the room. Any worries were pushed out of my mind as I watched my beautiful eidolon get naked and throw me a soft and adoring smile. I hurriedly pulled my clothes off and helped my lover into the shower with me. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I groaned as the hot water hit my skin. “Let me scrub three layers of Fablewild goop off me, and then I want to touch every inch of you.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s just three?” Tala asked teasingly.  
 
    “You want temple goop on you?” I grinned as I waved an arm at her, and Tala smiled so wide that her sharp teeth seemed to flash in the light. 
 
    I scrubbed my body thoroughly until I finally felt completely fresh. The smell of mint body wash hung in the air as I ran my hands down Tala’s sides. My beautiful eidolon looked fucking ethereal as she stood under the running water with her dazzling eyes bright among the steam. 
 
    “My life seems perfect all of a sudden,” I said as I stroked her waist. “None of this would have seemed possible just a week ago. And it sure as hell wouldn’t have been half as fun if I didn’t have you by my side.” 
 
    Our connection was so strong it felt as hot as the water as Tala pressed herself against me. 
 
    “I adore you, master,” she breathed. “I can’t wait for a lifetime of adventures with you.” 
 
    We fell into a passionate kiss as the water cascaded down over our heads. Then my hands roamed back to Tala’s sculpted ass and gripped her cheeks firmly. 
 
    I felt my cock harden as fire raced through my whole body. It was so fucking hot to be able to feel Tala’s excitement as well as my own, and to know that she was getting just as turned on as I was. 
 
    The eidolon woman moaned as she ran her hands over my biceps and hungrily met my tongue with hers. The steam was making my head spin, and all I wanted in the world was to lay Tala out and pleasure her.  
 
    I turned the water off and held her hand to help her out of the shower. She giggled as I wrapped a towel around her and gently dried every inch of her off. I ran the fluffy material over her arms and toned legs before spending time on her impressive chest. 
 
    “Let’s head out to the sofa,” I said. “I want to reward you for being so amazing today.” 
 
    “Reward me?” Tala grinned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I kissed her hungrily before I opened the door and led her over to the sofa. Our bodies pressed together as we moved over the floor, and I was wild with lust as I cupped Tala’s large tits. I gently played with each nipple as she moaned and made my head explode with desire. 
 
    “Sit down,” I breathed. “Let me show you how much I love you.” 
 
    Tala bit her lip as she sat down on the sofa and watched me kneel between her sculpted legs. I kissed her thighs as I admired the view of her pussy that glistened with wetness for me. My hands stroked her legs gently at first, and I could feel waves of urgency radiating from the gorgeous wolf-woman. 
 
    She desperately wanted me to touch her more intimately. 
 
    I kissed slowly along her thighs until I planted my lips onto her mound. Then Tala gasped as I slowly licked along her slit and tasted her sweet juices. 
 
    “Colton…” she moaned. “Oooh, that feels good.” 
 
    I gently probed between her pussy lips with my tongue and felt her sink into complete bliss. Tala moaned a little louder as I licked and teased her slowly, and she gasped as I sped up my movements and felt the shivers of pleasure from our connection.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed as she flung her head back. “Oooh, Colton! I’m going to cum…” 
 
    I gripped her toned thighs as I danced my tongue around her sweetness and felt an eruption of heat radiate from her. My beautiful eidolon came at my touch and sent fireworks dancing through both of our souls. Feeling her pleasure made our bond stronger than ever, and my cock was rock hard and ready. 
 
    “Mmm,” Tala moaned as I leaned up to meet her gaze. “That felt amazing… You feel amazing.” 
 
    Her eyes roamed down to my erection, and she licked her lips with anticipation, so I stood up in front of her to let her enjoy my body like I had just enjoyed hers.  
 
    Tala wrapped a soft hand around the base of my cock, and I groaned as a spark of magic flew through my veins.  
 
    “I want to please my master,” Tala said playfully as she looked up at me. 
 
    I moaned as the stunning eidolon lowered her head and teasingly ran her tongue right along the length of my cock. Sparks flew through my veins at her touch, and I gripped her golden hair tightly. Tala sighed happily as she continued to lick me and plant soft kisses along my shaft. Her pleasure mixed with mine, and she slowly eased her full lips around the head of my erection. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed as she lowered herself down to welcome my dick into her warm mouth. 
 
    Tala slid her lips up and down while she licked and sucked enthusiastically. My whole body was alive with pleasure as my eidolon worked, and I groaned deeply when she moved right down to the base of my cock. Her mouth was so warm and perfect, and her little moans sent vibrations down my length. 
 
    “You feel amazing,” I breathed. “My beautiful eidolon.” 
 
    Tala fluttered her eyelashes up at me while she sucked me off, and I felt lightheaded from how fucking hot she was. She made every inch of my body pulse with electricity as she slid her tongue all around me. 
 
    “I am going to fuck you so hard,” I moaned. “Get up.” 
 
    Tala slowly ran her tongue over me as she slid my cock from her perfect mouth. I could tell she knew how fucking feral she was making me as she slowly rose to her feet. The sun had almost set, and the last of the daylight danced over her naked body. I grabbed her full tits as I kissed her hungrily and felt the urgent heat between our souls. 
 
    She was my eidolon to command, and I wanted to feel her writhe with pleasure on my cock. I spun her around and gently pushed her knees down so she knelt on the sofa. Her hands gripped the headrest as she looked over her shoulder at me with wide eyes. Tala bit her lip as she wiggled her perfect backside at me, urging me to fill her. 
 
    “Please,” she murmured. “I need to feel my master’s big cock inside me.” 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned as I stroked her back. “You’ve really mastered the whole dirty talk thing.” 
 
    “I can feel how much you like it,” Tala giggled. 
 
    I lined my stiff cock up with her soaked slit and chuckled as she arched her back. The stunning eidolon eagerly moved to try and slide me in, and I took a moment to enjoy teasing her. Knowing that this otherworldly beauty was all mine was so fucking delicious. I could feel how desperately she wanted me, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
    Tala gasped as I slowly eased the head of my erection into her soft tunnel. A rush of pleasure swept through me as I held her hips and slid further inside my eidolon. Her tight walls gripped me like a vise as my head spun. Tala was all mine, and this was the ultimate way to grow our bond even stronger. 
 
    I groaned as I slid all the way inside my beautiful eidolon and felt her pussy clench. Her velvety softness held me tightly as I started to move in and out of her. My fingers dug into her soft skin as I fucked her gently, and Tala groaned with pleasure. 
 
    “Oooh,” she breathed as she gripped the sofa tightly. “Yes, Colton! I love feeling how hard you are inside me.” 
 
    “You’re so tight,” I growled. “Are you ready to be fucked properly?” 
 
    Tala moaned in reply as I sped up my pace and felt the primal pleasure connect us. I fucked my eidolon faster and faster as heat raced through my veins. Her soaked pussy felt fucking heavenly as I rammed deep inside her. Tala whimpered as I grabbed her waist and pulled her back so I could hold her perfect tits. She gasped as I roughly pinched each nipple while I drove my cock deep into her body. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed as I massaged her heavy breasts. “Your pussy is so perfect, I love feeling you grip me like that.” 
 
    “You’re so big,” Tala moaned. “You’re filling me up perfectly…” 
 
    I slammed my cock harder into her as she writhed against my body. Our souls became one as I drove into her slick tunnel again and again. The room spun around me as I held her tits and felt her quiver with every deep thrust. 
 
    I wanted to look into my eidolon’s eyes when I came, and I gently moved her to lie with her back on the sofa. Tala looked at me pleadingly as I laid on top of her and stroked my cock along her clit. 
 
    “Please,” she murmured. “Fill me up with your love, master. I need to feel your seed deep inside me…” 
 
    I answered by kissing her as I thrust my cock back into her tunnel. She whimpered as I drove deep inside her while her tits bounced below me. Her icy eyes were wide as our connection sparked with heat and pleasure. Every tiny movement filled my body with euphoria, and I drove into Tala as hard as I could. 
 
    Then I grabbed her wrists and pinned them above her head with one hand while the other played with her breasts. Tala gasped with every thrust as I fucked her as hard as I could. My soul was on fire with passion as my cock drove into her tight walls over and over. I felt her pleasure build up like a tidal wave that told me she was about to climax explosively.  
 
    She whimpered as I looked deep into her eyes and thrust as heat consumed me.  
 
    “Yes!” Tala gasped, and I felt her orgasm take over her both physically and emotionally. 
 
    Her tight walls clenched around me as her whole soul lit up with heat. I thrust into her once more, and my own climax struck like lightning.  
 
    Every inch of my body was on fire with pleasure as my cum shot into Tala’s pussy. Stars flashed over my vision as heat crashed through my body. Both of our climaxes combined to create a fucking avalanche of pleasure, and I moaned as I emptied into my eidolon. 
 
    “Colton,” Tala whispered as her legs trembled beneath me.  
 
    She looked deep into my eyes as I stroked her cheek, and we didn’t have to speak to understand each other. My stunning warrior’s soul was entangled with mine just as much as our bodies were. Our connection was something ancient, primal, and unbreakable. I would protect my eidolon with my life, and she was bound to me forever. 
 
    “I think I need to shower again,” Tala giggled as we moved to lay beside each other. 
 
    I scooped her into my arms to hold her close as the sky darkened outside my window.  
 
    “In a minute,” I said gently as I breathed all of her in. “I want to hold you for a bit.” 
 
    Tala nuzzled into my chest happily as we caught our breath. Her complete satisfaction and joy glowed from her, and I was so proud of how far we had come together. 
 
    I had started to create a whole new life for myself alongside my beautiful eidolon. But there were so many questions that I needed to answer now that I had a second warrior resting in my home. 
 
    How had I managed to conjure two eidolons at once when no adventurer before me had managed to do the same? 
 
    Was there a way I could help Neoma while keeping Tala as my eidolon? How could I keep building my skills to become one of the greatest adventurers of Fablewild?  
 
    And most importantly, how much money could I get selling or trading the rare artifacts I found in the ever-changing temples? 
 
    I felt like the answers were somewhere out there in the magical world I now had a key to. Fablewild was filled with danger, and I knew I had only scraped the surface of it. There were creatures, people, and plants that would rip me limb from limb if I gave them a chance. Every second I spent in that world was dangerous, but I couldn’t wait to return and find the answers I needed. 
 
    Becoming an adventurer and claiming Tala had been one of the greatest achievements of my life so far, and I couldn’t wait to see what else was waiting. 
 
    I was ready to take on every adventure Fablewild could throw at me. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
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