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Chapter One

Birds were chirping, the sheep were bleating, and I could hear the sprinklers going off already somewhere in the distant fields.

Yeah… it was gonna be another good day.

Salinas Valley felt like it was outside of time and space itself sometimes, like we were just out of reach of civilization and the modern age, but it was home, and it had been home my entire life. We were nestled in a four hundred acre nook of said time warp, and I loved every second of life out here.

Even if it did get a little lonely sometimes.

The farm had been in the Dawson family for over two hundred years. I’m talking pioneers abandoning that good old Goodnight-Loving Trail in Texas and jumping on the manifest destiny bandwagon all the way to sunny California.

A pipe dream flourished into a pretty successful farming family. We were never huge, but considering that I was still here, two hundred years later, carrying on the Dawson name on our little piece of paradise, I’d say that they’d done a pretty good job.

I had a good routine going here. Stepping into my Pops’ shoes was pretty hard at first, but thankfully, the old man had trained me well over the years. I remember when I was a kid thinking that managing a four hundred acre farm on my own one day seemed impossible. But the more my dad had shown me, the more confident I’d gotten. It was kinda my destiny to keep this place alive and running, and I had no qualms about that.

I sat up in my bed and stretched my tanned arms above my head with a grunt. I felt the muscles in my back relax as I pulled on them, and my spine made a satisfying pop as the joints clicked into place.

Then I heaved myself up off the stupidly cozy mattress and headed straight for the shower. Today was going to be warm, and I needed a nice cold wake-up call before I did anything else.

I turned the water on as cold as it would go and hopped straight in after undressing. The chilly onslaught made me leap up in the air in shock, but it did the trick. Any remnants of sleep slipped down the drain with the water, and I quickly washed my body with some mint shower gel for an extra hit.

Once I was done washing, I jumped out and dried off pretty quickly, and I left my towel hanging around my waist as I took a look at myself in the mirror.

My sandy-blond hair was getting pretty unruly. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone into town and got it cut, and it showed. It was edging more and more toward a mullet every day, but with everything that needed taking care of on the farm, that was the least of my worries.

I combed through it, regardless, and scratched my stubbled cheeks. That was another thing I’d need to clean up sooner or later. But not today.

I headed back into my bedroom and picked out an outfit for today. Blue jeans, a white tank top, and a red plaid flannel. That was my usual go-to, and considering no one ever came out here, I wasn’t exactly looking to put on a fashion show.

After I was dressed, I put on some socks and slipped into my steel-toed Timberlands. I also put on my gun holster and tucked in my Glock 20 10mm that I kept on my bedside table. I never left the house without it, and it had become a compulsory part of my outfit, come rain or shine. I’d never had to use the pistol out on my farm, but Salinas Valley was wild hog country, and every farmer or rancher carried a sidearm just in case they happened to be too many steps away from their rifles during a male hog encounter.

After I felt adequately dressed for the day, I headed into the kitchen and turned the coffee maker on. Then I pulled out one of my mom’s old chipped mugs with hand-painted sheep on the side, and I waited for the liquid gold to brew.

The sound of it churning filled the otherwise silent house, and as soon as it beeped to signal it was ready, I was pouring it into my mug at the speed of sound. I was used to chugging molten lava at this point thanks to my busy schedule, so I took a long sip straight away and sighed in contentment as the strong java hit the back of my throat.

After a few more long, deeply needed swigs, I made my way over to the phone on the cabinet by the TV. The old thing was a landline and had been here since before I was even born. My parents never upgraded, and, honestly, I’d never had the time to, either. Plus, there was never any need to.

I never really got calls.

Not anymore.

Being all the way out in the middle of pretty much nowhere didn’t leave too much room for making friends and having a social life. Plus, the farm was my top priority, and proudly. The yield for this season was gonna be immense, but it still wasn’t going to be enough.

The Tax Man had started knocking, and because of how well my crops had done in the previous years, it had skyrocketed to an amount that was pretty much unpayable. It’s funny how that works.

I wasn’t left with many options, and honestly, I was starting to get a little angsty about the whole thing. It was times like these that I wished my Pops was still here, but it was all down to me now.

One option was to sell everything I could on the farm. Not just crops, but valuables and keepsakes that my mom and dad had left behind. I’d even considered selling off some of my best animals, but the thought of getting rid of them was almost unbearable. They were the only things I came into contact with on a daily basis, and they were like my babies at this point.

I fed them, protected them, got gophers off their tail, killed coyotes before they could eat them, cleaned out their pens, watched them as they roamed… yeah, letting them go would be tough. And it really was one of the last options I wanted to think about.

But there was one more option that was maybe even worse.

Selling the entire farm.

I pressed the button on the phone to play my voicemails and immediately groaned at the monotone voice that started playing through the speaker.

“Mr. Dawson, this is Mr. Berry from Sunnyside Real Estate calling… again,” he added with an agitated edge. “Please call me back at your earliest convenience. I’m sure you’re very busy running that farm of yours, but as you know, time is of the essence.”

I gritted my teeth at his condescending tone, and I forced myself to keep listening to see what else the asshole had to say.

“We are still very much interested in buying said farm, and for a very good price, too, might I add.” He chuckled smarmily. “Our offer still stands. And, for your sake, I suggest you give us a call back.”

The voicemail abruptly ended, and I let out a growl as my fist hit the wood-paneled walls. I felt my knuckles click from the intensity of the punch, and I immediately shook my hand out to try and relieve the pain.

Sunnyside Real Estate were the Grim Reaper waiting to collect my soul to drag it down to the frickin’ depths of hell. They were private equity vultures and had been buying out the land around me from other farmers who couldn’t afford their property tax.

But I couldn’t sell to them. I would go down kicking and screaming before they got their hands on my farm. A farm that had been in my family for too goddamn long just for it to be handed over to those assholes so they could build a resort or some shit.

“Hey, Noah, it’s your Aunt Mildred here,” another voicemail started playing, and I quickly snapped out of my rage. “I just wanted to check in on you, sweetie. It’s been a while since we’ve heard from you. And, well… we heard about the farm--”

I unplugged the phone from the wall and took a deep breath. The last thing I needed was to hear a lecture from my Aunt Mildred of all people. She was like a goddamn vulture herself, that woman. She showed no interest in me or the farm my whole life, but as soon as my parents died, she was straight in there.

I was surprised she wasn’t running Sunnyside Real Estate herself just so she could get her hands on this place. She was my aunt on my dad’s side, and she was sure as hell resentful that I wouldn’t hand the land over to her after it passed onto me.

I don’t know how she found out about the tax thing, but listening to that old bat pretend to be upset about it was not something I cared to do today. So, I headed out into the warm outside air.

The sun was shining, as it usually was, and the sky was completely clear, save for a few white clouds in the distance. Rain was scarce, but that’s why this whole place had a stupid amount of irrigation set up. Sprinklers did most of the work, and there was drip irrigation for smaller plots of crops like my carrots to make sure they had at least one inch of rain water per week.

Center pivot irrigation took care of the rest of the large plots of crops, like my potatoes, and they helped keep the sustainable cycle running on my farm. It also meant there was less upkeep to do. Plus, if I ever wanted to rotate my pivot crops, it was wayyy easier than rotating my ground irrigation ones.

It was a good day. It was just a shame Sunnyside had to ruin it by reminding me about my impending doom.

I tried to get them off my mind and instead focused on the immediate tasks at hand. First things first, I needed to feed my chickens and make sure nothing had got to them. It was unlikely, but there was one summer where a coyote somehow got in through the fences and killed eighty of my birds.

That’s what my Ruger 10/22 Carbine was for. This baby had served me well, and the .22lr round was perfect for killing any varmints that would harass my livestock and crops. It had a stainless-steel barrel and was weatherproof, so I normally kept it oiled up and bolted onto the rack of my side by side so I could grab it whenever I needed it. I was a pretty good shot with its iron sights, and I’d once taken a red fox at about eighty yards as it was sneaking up on my chicken coop.

My last fun purchase that took me a year to save up for was a PWS long stroke piston AR-10 in God’s perfect rifle caliber: the .308 Winchester. I also put a Primary Arms 1x8 LPVO on it just in case I spotted some hogs out in the woodlands surrounding my farm when checking on my fields.

She was a heavy girl because of the scope and piston, so she lived in a weatherproof case on my side by side, and I only took her out on rare occasions when my 10/22 couldn’t do the job.

I jogged over to my John Deere Gator and grabbed the Ruger from the roof rack, and I slung it over my shoulder before I started walking over to my chicken coop. It wasn’t too far from the house, like the rest of my animals. My Pops always liked having them close by in case he needed to run out guns blazing in the middle of the night, so I’d kept them where they’d always been.

The farm was split up into two big sections. The front half facing my little homestead house was for the animals, and it was sectioned off into the relative pens and pastures. The chicken coop was the closest and had three big individual coops in a fenced grassy area for them to free roam.

Next to that was the largest barn on site. That’s where the majority of the animals stayed during the winter months and where I’d recently shorn my sheep and removed the horns from the new calves. They’d be weaned come August, which meant they could start grazing on the grass pastures that were right at the front of the property. June was a pretty hectic month, but I’d managed to get most of the laborious tasks out of the way.

Next to the main barn was the pigpen, and it was in the furthest corner away from the house, thank god. I was used to the smell, but every now and then I’d get a good whiff of their stench and remember why taking care of those big girls was my least favorite job on the farm.

On the opposite side of the main road into the farm was the sheep pasture and pen, as well as the cow pastures which I kept in rotation so the ground could replenish itself. I usually rotated them once every two or three days, especially after I had to sell a few last season for an extra buck.

I also had two greenhouses where I grew a lot of food for myself that I didn’t sell at the end of the year. Lettuce, cucumbers, peas, that sort of thing. It used to be my mom’s pride and joy, and she’d use it as our personal grocery store, so I figured I’d carry on her legacy by keeping those to myself.

There was also another barn just next to the house that temporarily housed my John Deere 7530. That was my dad’s baby, and it had served him just as well as it did me. You couldn’t go wrong with a John Deere. I used that barn for other loose shit that I’d need during the year, as well as my back-up generator in case my solar panels failed at any point.

The other half of the farm behind the house was my fields. There were three huge ones that were around a hundred acres each. I currently had potatoes and corn planted, and the other big field was for my fruit trees. Not to mention a drainageway in between that I grew hay on for the rest of the year when the months started getting colder and my animals had to be brought inside.

So far, the irrigation had been doing its job, and I knew we were gonna have one hell of a harvest. There wasn’t too much upkeep to do thanks to the irrigation doing its job day in and day out, and that meant I could focus on my livestock this month.

I eventually reached the chicken coop and scooped out a bucket full of feed from the feeding bin. Nothing had gotten in by the looks of it. There were no dead chickens strewn around or panicked squawks. I’d been on top of most pests this year, so I hadn’t expected anything, but it was still a relief to see them all alive.

I unlatched the big gate and stepped into the enclosed area. Then I shut the door behind me so they didn’t escape and started sprinkling the feed onto the ground.

The chickens swarmed me with happy clucks and started pecking at the ground the moment the feed touched the grass. I chuckled as I became surrounded, and I started throwing it a little further out so they’d give me some room.

One minute the feed bucket was in my hand, the next it was clattering to the ground as everything around me shook fiercely. The chickens shot up a few feet and flapped their wings in a crazed panic as it trembled, and I stumbled down to the ground from the sheer intensity of it.

The earth beneath me churned, like a huge drill was powering through it or something, and I scrambled up to my feet as quickly as I could without falling over.

The rest of my animals were bleating and mooing in panic as the ground continued to shake, and I had no idea what the hell was going on or what to do.

Earthquakes were pretty common, but I’d never felt any this bad. Usually, they were just tremors that went away after a couple of seconds, but this… this was bad. I tried to usher the chickens into the coops, but they were frantic and unthinking as they flapped around the enclosure clucking away.

“Goddamnit,” I said through gritted teeth before I bolted for the gate and dashed out onto the main path, all while keeping a firm grip on my Ruger.

My first thought was to just lay down on the ground outside of the coop and hope for the best, but then the ground beneath me started to crack like glass. I stared down at it in complete horror before another tremble sent me straight to the ground. I spluttered out clouds of dust after it filled my mouth and pushed myself up off the path. My muscles screamed in protest at the sudden strain, but I pushed through the pain and booked it straight for the door of my house.

Usually, the safest place would be out in the open so nothing could crush me, but with the ground starting to split, I had no idea whether or not I would fall through and plummet straight through the earth.

So many thoughts rushed through my head. How the hell was I supposed to protect my animals from something like this? How the hell was I supposed to protect myself?

I scrambled for the doorknob and pushed myself through which almost made me face plant again, but I quickly regained my footing and slammed the door shut behind me. I bolted it, just in case it flew open and took me out, before I hurried to the kitchen.

Everything on the shelves were rattling and trembling as the house shook. Mugs and glasses toppled out of the cabinets and smashed onto the floor. Picture frames of my mom and dad and me as a little kid tumbled to the ground and shattered.

There was nothing I could do to save it all, not when I wasn’t sure this whole place wouldn’t fall down around me. So, I ran straight to the huge oak dining table in the center of the kitchen and crawled underneath it. I clutched my gun tightly like it was a lifeline, and like it would do anything to protect me against what was happening all around me.

All I could hear was a horrendous cacophony of all of my animals crying out in fear and the house and its structures shaking violently back and forth.

Suddenly, the sunlight shining in through the open windows started to flicker rapidly, like someone was turning a light on and off outside.

“What the fuck?” I whispered before my jaw went slack.

I watched with an open mouth as the light started to flicker more rapidly. It was like lightning was being struck in constant, quick successions right outside my windows.

This had to be it.

This had to be how I died.

A freak fucking earthquake or whatever the hell this was.

The wooden floor beneath me started to vibrate, and I felt my bones rattling inside of me. I clung to my gun and squeezed my eyes shut as the sensation almost made me vomit. But then…

It stopped.

The house went still. No more shaking or vibrating. No more colossal sounds of it being nearly torn out of the ground.

I slowly opened my eyes and looked around. The light outside was normal now, maybe even a little brighter than before. Warm orange sunlight poured in through the windows and lit up my now messy house.

Birds tweeted outside singing joyful tunes in the morning breeze, and the sounds of my animals weren’t distressed anymore, but peaceful.

I slowly picked myself up from underneath the table and shuffled over to the door. My varmint rifle was still held tightly in my hands, and I kept a hold of it as I unlocked the door and carefully pulled it open.

My farm was still there. In one piece, too. The cracks in the ground were no longer there. My chickens had recovered and were pecking at the feed-covered ground. My sheep bleated as they licked at each other’s shorn coats without a care in the world. My cows sort of just stood there grazing in the pasture and would look up every few seconds before going straight back down.

It was like it never happened.

But something had changed. Something big.

The moment my attention turned away from my animals’ safety, I noticed the space outside my farm had changed. Rolling green hills and thick woodlands replaced the far distant California twisted oaks and brown hills that used to be in front of my farm.

The grass was luscious and green and looked incredibly healthy, and I could hear a creek nearby and its gentle stream rippling over rocks.

One thing was evident. I sure as hell wasn’t in California anymore, Toto.

I plucked up the courage to actually move away from my house and started trekking down around the borders of my farm. Most of the fences had remained intact, but some of them near my crop fields had been blown in by an inexplicable force.

Rocks had manifested outside of the borders, which explained some of the broken fences, and it was like I’d just been plucked up out of Salinas Valley and dropped somewhere completely random and different.

I didn’t know how this could even be explained. Part of me thought that I was still dreaming, and this was my overactive imagination playing a nasty trick on me for working too damn hard over the past few weeks. But the rifle in my hand felt real. The ground beneath my feet felt real. And the bright orange sun in the sky that beat down heat on my back felt real, too.

As I carried on walking along the borders of my land, I couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy at how close the woods were to me now. In Salinas Valley, there had been a huge stretch of land before there was any kind of cover for hogs or foxes to hide in. I’d only ever had to use my AR-10 to deal with them from a distance, but now, they would be close enough to get on to my property without me getting much warning.

The distant sound of hooves made my head snap to the left and away from the immediate treeline. I squinted as I saw around five figures on horseback trotting along one of the hills now behind my farm. I didn’t know anyone who lived anywhere near me who owned horses, let alone five people crazy enough to go on a horse ride in the middle of nowhere.

They glided along the horizon, but they were too far away for me to make out anything other than their silhouettes. Not without my AR scope, anyway.

Then I heard a strange noise come from the trees I’d just been looking at. The woods were too dark to see into, but whatever was making the noise from within was like nothing I’d ever heard before. It was a chilling sound, like an animalistic laugh. The best way I could describe it was a mix between a hyena and a donkey, and there was no animal where I came from that made a sound as chilling as that.

Where the hell was I?


Chapter Two

There was only one way for me to find out. And I had to find out what that noise was. Plus, figuring out what it was might give me some idea about where the hell I was after that freak earthquake.

I hopped over the fence with my Ruger in my hands and made sure I was ready to shoot at a moment’s notice. I slowly started walking toward the treeline, and it was pretty evident these weren’t the trees from back home. California oaks bordered my old farm, and they were pretty whimsical looking in themselves, but these trees… they were like nothing I’d ever seen before.

They stretched up into the sky with twisting branches that looked like spindly arms and wrapped around each other the further up they got. The bark was varying shades of gray, and as I started to pass through the trees, I noticed there was this weird shimmer on them. The leaves themselves also weren’t the usual green I was used to, but a strange dark purple.

Yep.

Definitely not in California.

Thick beds of fallen leaves and twigs crunched beneath my boots, and I winced every single step.

I softened my footsteps and made sure to really take my time walking through the strange woodland. It was dense and stretched on for as far as I could see. I could still see my farm behind me, which gave me a little bit of comfort, but I had no idea how far this thing went.

Suddenly, I heard a loud snap ahead of me, followed by that awful laughing sound, so I crouched low and aimed my rifle toward the patch of trees it had come from.

Whatever it was, it was pretty big. That much was obvious from the way it seemed hunched over itself as it rustled in a thicket about forty feet away from me. Its shoulders moved up and down as the hideous laughing sound bubbled up, but it was still hard to make out what kind of animal it actually was.

Maybe it was a deer? I had no idea where I’d landed, but that seemed the most probable thing I could think of. Maybe it was injured which was why it was making such an awful noise?

I aimed my iron sights at it and concentrated on the creature.

Whatever it was had black fur. A bear, maybe? But no bear I’d ever heard of made that kind of noise. It was snuffling for something in the bushes, and I could hear its deep sniffs as it pushed its huge body further into the bush.

I took another step forward to see if I could get a better look, but a twig snapped beneath my foot. I froze as the creature in front of me whipped its head around, and I felt the air get knocked out of my lungs as two bright red eyes stared at me.

It was a wolf, but not like any wolf from home. Its sharp teeth were pulled back into a smile-like shape, and the glowing red eyes seemed to pierce through my very soul.

The creature also didn’t run or attack, which were the two reactions I’d expect from a wolf back home. In fact, the strange beast didn’t do anything. It just… stared.

I kept my grip on my rifle steady as I readied to shoot it. I didn’t give two shits how freaky this thing looked, I did not want it anywhere near my livestock.

But just as I was about to take the shot, it bolted further into the treeline. That same jarring laughing noise escaped its throat as it bounded out of sight, and I was just glad it wasn’t running toward me or my farm.

I’d have to improve my perimeter security somehow. My farm could keep out most prey, but freaky wolves weren’t exactly a common foe back in Salinas Valley.

But that was something I’d have to do as soon as I figured out where I was. I was still none the wiser, and I was still fumbling around in a weird forest. I decided following the direction of the huge wolf probably wasn’t the best idea, so I started heading to the right.

The bright sun pierced through the heavy canopy above me, which provided ample enough light to make my way through. It didn’t stop me from tripping over vines and other flora jutting out of the ground, though, and after one particularly large root that blended in with the dark ground, I stumbled and fell to my knees.

I groaned as my palm scraped the ground, but then my attention was brought to a small cluster of mushrooms right next to me.

They looked like toadstools, except their tops were bright purple rather than red. My fall must have disturbed them, because a strange glittery powder had started funneling out of the top. It didn’t look like spores, but I sure as hell did not want to breathe that in.

Then purple veins beneath it started to thrum, and I scrambled up out of the way like it was a live grenade about to go off. The mushrooms wiggled a little like they were alive, and I watched in complete awe as they seemed to grow bigger from whatever it was being pumped in through the veins beneath it.

This did nothing but solidify what I’d hoped not to be true. Wherever I was, and wherever I’d ended up being dropped on, was definitely not anywhere on Earth. Or at least, the Earth I knew.

I had to find someone who could explain to me where I was. Hopefully someone who could speak the same language as me, and hopefully someone who wouldn’t just rip my head off straight away for being an outsider.

I kept pushing ahead until I could finally see a break in the treeline, and then I ran over while clutching my rifle and breathed a sigh of relief as the breeze hit me.

I was standing in an opening that overlooked a small town down the hill.

There were cottages dotted around the outskirts and a few in the neighboring fields that seemed to stretch as far as I could see. Some of them had sheep grazing inside cobblestone walls, and I relaxed a little at the thought of there being other farmers.

I could hear some slight bustle coming from within the town, and there were a number of people walking down the cobbled streets toward something in the center of the town which I couldn’t quite make out.

The buildings looked run-down and barely put together. The majority of them were made out of stone, from what I could tell, and varying degrees of moss and ivy covered them. The roofs were either thatched or loosely tiled with dark brown slates, and they looked just about as flimsy as the rest of the houses.

This was what I imagined rural England looking like, not anywhere near California. But something told me England didn’t have magic mushrooms that farted out glitter or smiling wolves with huge glowing eyes.

I scanned the horizon and couldn’t see any other indication that there were other towns nearby, so I figured this was as good as I was going to get. I slowly started trekking down the hill, and I noticed a footpath leading into the town at the base. It was just muddy ground that had been trampled on enough to make some sort of an entryway, and judging by the indentations in the mud, it was clear horses and carts passed through here a lot.

The closer I got to town, the more the smell of manure and what I could only describe as stale water got stronger. It was like one of those immersive rides at Disneyland, except very real and very gross.

I was used to unpleasant smells because of my work on the farm, but this… this was a whole other level.

It wasn’t exactly a huge town, but it was relatively sizable. There was a main row of houses lining the entrance, and then other small streets branched off those houses and out. If I had to guess, I’d say around two hundred people lived here.

The front of the town had a large wooden arch that looked like it used to have the name of the town etched onto it, but years of weather and other forces had worn it away completely. Ivy and flowers crawled up from the ground and wrapped their way around it, just like they did on the houses, before they suddenly stopped growing halfway and wilted.

I passed under the arch and started heading straight down the main street, which was surprisingly made out of cobblestone rather than dirt like the trail leading into the town.

Market stalls were set up all the way down the main street, and each stall seemed to sell a very small selection of something different. One guy had nothing but bent-looking carrots in three small crates facing the center of the street, and judging by the tired look on his face, it had already been a long day of no sales.

Another old woman with a hunchback and crooked fingers tapped on the wooden sign with the words ‘POTATOES’ painted onto it, but it was faded and almost unreadable.

As soon as the old woman looked up and saw me, her eyes widened. Her spine straightened as much as it could as she looked at me and my attire, and I honestly couldn’t blame her for being shocked.

Everyone I could see looked like they were out of Game of Thrones or something. Their clothes were old, dirty-looking rags of fabric that looked like they’d never been washed. The women wore skirts or dresses with tunics and corsets over their torsos, whereas the men wore loose stained shirts and baggy trousers.

I went to take a step toward the old woman to ask her where the hell I was, but she took a frightened step back.

So, that was out of the question.

Unfortunately, every person I passed wanted nothing to do with me. Their eyes widened in fear and surprise, and it was pretty evident they’d never seen anyone like me or my rifle before.

I passed by a particular stall with a very short man tending to it. He was standing on a crate and was leaning against the table with his chin in his hand, and he had peculiar features that immediately solidified this wasn’t my Earth. He had large ears sticking out of the side of his head and a large, bulbous button nose that was slightly red. His eyes seemed downcast, with big bushy eyebrows drooping down, but he was half-asleep, so I couldn’t really tell what he looked like with them fully open.

I guess myself and these townspeople had one thing in common. We’d both never seen anything like each other before.

There was a small break in the market stalls, and I could see a frail-looking child with ratty brown hair standing in between the gap. She approached me tentatively, much to my surprise, and looked up at me bashfully with wide brown eyes.

“Excuse me, ser? Do you have any food?” the child asked and cupped her hands out in front of her.

She was dangerously thin, and I felt my heart break at the sight of her. The people here must not get a lot of food in. Either that, or they didn’t make enough money to afford it. But something told me it wasn’t the latter judging by the state of the market stalls.

“I… I’m sorry, I don’t,” I said as I bent down to her height. “What’s your name?”

“Lucille,” she said as she shyly avoided my gaze. “You look different to everyone else who lives here.”

“That’s because I am,” I chuckled. “What is this place called, Lucille?”

“You don’t know?” the little girl asked in confusion. “We--”

“Lucille, come back here!” a woman shouted in the distance.

The little girl’s head whipped around, and I could see what I assumed to be her mother beckoning her home from a doorway down the street. Lucille’s eyes widened, and she started immediately running toward the older woman.

“Sorry, ser!” she called over her shoulder.

Well, there went my first attempt at figuring out where I was. Lucille had been the only person in this entire place who seemed willing to talk to me. I suppose hunger did that to you, and being a kid also blinded you to the fear the rest of these folks had as I walked past them.

After seeing Lucille up close, it was kinda evident the rest of this town was malnourished to some degree. At first, I thought it was just the elderly people running the market stalls, but the more I walked past, the more frail-looking townspeople I saw trying to make a living on broken trinkets and rotting food.

I pitied them. And I felt kinda bad knowing I had a four hundred acre farm filled with fresh food just over the hill.

I also felt a hint of fear at them catching wind of it and ransacking the place. No doubt they were hungry enough to do something as reckless as that, and I don’t know if I could blame them. I pushed that thought to the back of my mind, though, and I kept walking.

First, I needed to figure out my bearings. Then I could worry about protecting my land.

As I carried on walking, I could see a building way larger than the rest on the far corner of the street. It was rowdy inside, and I could hear the clambering of feet and the shouting of men all the way from here. A sign hung from a beam that said ‘THE FROSTFYRE INN,’ along with a crude painting of a flagon with blue flames sprouting out of it, and it squeaked as it swung back and forth in the light breeze.

If I could get anyone to talk to me, it would probably be from an inn. Hopefully, whatever patrons lurked inside would be too drunk to realize I was a complete outcast among them and wouldn’t ask too many questions about where I came from or why I want to know where I am.

I approached the huge oak door and pushed on it. It creaked open, but the thing was heavy, so I had to use my shoulder to push it the rest of the way. I was immediately hit with the smell of ale and beer, and the raucous noise from outside amplified a hundred times over.

The inn was filled with various townspeople, but not exactly like the ones I’d seen outside. My breath hitched in my throat as I looked around and saw even more races of people I had only ever seen in movies and video games.

There were huge, tall men with varying shades of green and gray skin. Their bottom jaws had a huge overbite, and two sharp tusks poked out over their top lips. Their noses were mostly flat, with a heavyset brow and challenging eyes, and from the conversations I could pick up over the cacophony of noise, they all had deep, grating voices.

Orcs. I was looking at orcs.

There were also more little people, or I guess, halflings was the more appropriate term given how they looked like hobbits. Not to mention more stout, muscular-looking small men who resembled dwarves. Those guys all wore thick beards shaved into varying styles, like mutton chops or braided almost all the way down to the floor.

On the opposite end of that spectrum were tall, thin men with sharp pointed ears and elegant features, who I assumed were elves. The malnourishment in this town was most obvious with them, and their sculpted faces looked the most sallow and gaunt.

It looked like there were half-breeds of each kind, because some had the same features but less prominent. Their ears weren’t as pointy and their facial features weren’t as otherworldly, or their skin wasn’t as dark green as the other orcs.

The moment I took another step in, the entire room fell into silence. They all turned their heads to look at me, and a mixture of shock and fear washed over their strange faces. I tried to subtly hide my gun by pushing it further against my back since it was still slung over my shoulder, but I could still see a few of the patrons on my right eyeing it up.

Thankfully, my Glock was still obscured enough on my hip that no one really paid attention to it. And I don’t see why they would when I had a rifle slung over my shoulder.

I raised a hand with an awkward smile and waved. So much for laying low and flying under the radar.

“Uhhh, hi?” I said with a wince at how ridiculously awkward I sounded.

No one moved.

No one said anything.

I felt a lump in my throat at how intense some of their stares were, and I cleared my throat as I took another bold step into the inn.

“Greetings, traveler!” a kind-faced woman called out from behind the bar. “Come on over. You look like you need a drink.”

I shuffled over to the bar and tried to not make eye contact with every patron staring at me in complete shock and awe. I sat down on one of the old wooden bar stools, and the wood groaned under my weight. I thought about resting my elbows on the bar itself, but it looked pretty sticky, so I decided against it, for the sake of my plaid shirt.

“Hi there,” I said as I looked my savior over.

She looked old. Probably in her late sixties. Crow’s feet pinched at the corners of her brown eyes, and wrinkles lined her dirty face. She was thin, just like everyone else in this town, but she had a surprising amount of cleavage, which was pushing out of her tight white shirt and corset.

Her gray hair was tied back in a bun in a messy fashion, and odd strands stuck up in every direction. She smiled warmly at me as I greeted her, and she started cleaning a tankard with a yellow stained towel.

“Not from here, are you?” she asked as she looked me up and down with a fleeting frown.

“No, I’m not,” I admitted with a chuckle. “I uhh… can you tell me where I am?”

“You don’t even know where you are?” she asked with a loud laugh. “Hells taint, you are a strange one, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that,” I snorted.

“You’re in Gladewood Crossing, ser,” the elderly woman said with another hearty laugh. “And no one stumbles across this place by accident.”

“Gladewood Crossing?” I frowned. “And… where exactly is that?”

“In the middle of fuckin’ nowhere!” a drunk patron slurred as he leaned into me. “Mystica’s asshole, if you will.”

“Pleasantly put, Neel.” The bartender playfully rolled her eyes. “But he’s not wrong. Gladewood Crossing is of no note and of no importance to the rest of Mystica.”

“Mystica?” I asked in confusion.

“You… You don’t know you’re in Mystica?” the elderly woman asked and paused in her cleaning.

I shook my head in response, and she let out a long puff of air.

“Now that is something I’ve never heard,” she commented. “Bathilda Wolfwood. I run and own the inn. I can offer you a place to stay for the night while you get your bearings, if you need.”

“No, I… I have a place not too far from here,” I said as I tried to figure out the best way to drop the bombshell I was about to. “I sorta… suddenly found myself here. All of my land did, too.”

“You… just appeared?” Bathilda asked with a confused frown. “How in the hells does that happen?”

“It’s like someone picked up my land and dropped me here,” I explained.

“Whereabouts?” she asked. “Surely we all would have heard something if that were the case.”

I tapped my knuckle on the bar as I debated telling her. If I let her know the location of my farm, then that would increase the chances of me being raided, but Bathilda didn’t exactly seem like a woman desperate enough to do something like that.

Then again, it would be good to know if I’d dropped on someone’s property. Because if I had, then there would most certainly be someone coming to chase me off their land.

“Over the hill and through the woods,” I said in my best effort to tell her the location without actually knowing these lands. “Is… is that location already claimed?”

“You’re out by the Mist Woods, so, no,” Bathilda said with a shake of her head. “There was a farmer who used to live up there, but he left Mystica a good few years ago in hopes of something better. Don’t know if he ever found it.”

“I doubt it,” the drunk patron grumbled.

“Point is, it’s unused land, so you won’t be pissing anyone off any time soon,” she said with a warm smile. “Unless the king gets word you’ve dropped here. He doesn’t really care for smallfolk like us, but he loves his gold more than anything. It’ll only be a matter of time before word spreads, and he’ll want you to cough up some tax as well as explain yourself, lad.”

“Great,” I mumbled to myself.

From one taxman to another, I guess.

“What’s your name, son?” Bathilda asked as she started to pour some sort of ale into the now clean tankard.

“Noah, Noah Dawson,” I said with a nod.

“And you’re not from Mystica?” she asked as she squinted at me.

“No, I’m… I’m not from this world, I don’t think. I’m from somewhere called the United States of America.”

“The United what?” the drunk patron asked as he clapped his hand on my shoulder and leaned into me again.

“The States,” I said with a shrug.

“Listen here, everyone, this lads from somewhere called ‘The States!’” Neel announced to the rest of the inn in a loud, booming voice.

“Where’s that?” one elf asked in a soft voice.

“I’ve never heard of a place like that in Mystica,” an orc grunted out.

“Maybe that’s across the seas? Ardir, perhaps?” another elf suggested.

“No, it’s not from anywhere you all know,” I said as I turned in my stool to face them all. “It’s from somewhere called Earth.”

“Earth?” a towering dark green-skinned orc asked with a frown. “Never heard of it. What in the hells are you doing here then?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I said with a light chuckle. “I have no idea how I got here. One minute I was tending to my farm, the next it was like the ground was coming apart. Then the sky started flashing, like lightning was hitting right outside my window over and over again.”

“And then you were here?” Bathilda asked with wide eyes. “Gods… that sounds like magic.”

“Magic?” I frowned. “We don’t have anything like that where I come from.”

“Well, we do,” Bathilda said. “Or did, I suppose. It’s not very common on this side of Mystica anymore, and us smallfolk haven’t been able to do magic in what seems like lifetimes.”

“Portal magic hasn’t been achieved in almost three hundred years,” one particularly thin elf said in awe. “Not after the Emberstones were destroyed.”

“The what?” My head was starting to spin with all these strange words.

“Don’t overwhelm him, Petyr, he’s only just got here,” Bathilda chided.

“No, I-I wanna know,” I said. “This is all pretty damn fascinating.”

“The Emberstones were the key to our realm’s use of magic,” Petyr explained. “But over three hundred years ago, when the Great War was fought, they were destroyed in order to stop the use of magic in battle by our current king’s ancestors.”

“From that day, commonfolk could not use the magic they had learned or that they were born with,” Bathilda explained. “The king’s ancestor won the war against the last Queen of Mystica, but he destroyed much more than he realized in order to do it.”

“Let me guess… his victory didn’t last for long?” I asked.

“The smallfolk and wizards alike banded together in order to have some justice,” Bathilda confirmed with a grave nod. “His son, Lorys, tried to rectify his father’s mistakes by devoting a portion of his wealth and the taxpayers money to a small band of very powerful wizards to try and find if there was any way to bring back magic.”

“And did they?” I asked.

“Not entirely,” the elderly woman grumbled. “They recovered the shards of the Emberstones, and through those they were able to channel a small portion of magic. They became an Order. Set out on protecting the last few remnants of magic left in Mystica. The Wizards of Old Acre Forest, they’re called.”

“If anyone would know what happened to you, it would be them,” Petyr added.

“He’s right,” Bathilda sighed. “But they’re in the west. And at least a two-week journey on foot.”

Shit.

That was a pretty long way to go across a land I didn’t know. I’d already come across a freakish-looking wolf, so who knows what else was out there. Plus, if I left for this Order, I’d have to leave behind my farm and my animals.

And I did not wanna do that.

“Well… that’s… not great,” I joked with a weak smile. “I guess I’m stuck here for now.”

“I must say, I pity you, lad,” Bathilda sighed. “In all of the places to drop, you ended up in Gladewood Crossing. Probably the worst place in all of Mystica, save the king’s dungeons.”

“Things are really that bad here?” I asked with a frown.

“That they are, Noah, that they are.” The elderly innkeeper nodded with a tight smile. “We’ve been struggling to make ends meet for I don’t know how long. There are not enough crops coming in from the farms closer to the Capitol or the farms bordering Gladewood. They’re trying, but it’s hard work out there.”

“The only reason people ever come by here is to use it as a brief stop before continuing on their adventures,” Petyr added with a roll of his eyes. “Not that they can get much out of it. A bed and an ale.”

“And warm soup, if they’re lucky,” Bathilda added with a wink. “But… it’s best you realize sooner rather than later that you’re gonna have to fend for yourself, lad. Not unless you want crooked carrots from old Farmer Bill for dinner.”

I frowned at her words, and it sort of just solidified what I’d been thinking after seeing all of these withered townsfolk struggling to make ends meet.

If I was stuck here for the foreseeable future, why not make the most of it? I had crops, and I still needed to make a living. It wasn’t like the money I had at home would be of any use here, so I needed some way to get hold of whatever currency these people used, and feeding them my fresh produce seemed like a pretty good way to go about that.

It was two birds with one stone.

And I could really help these people.

I looked at Bathilda with a sudden burst of determination, and I smiled wolfishly at her as I leaned my elbows onto the table.

“I want to make a deal.”


Chapter Three

“A deal?” Bathilda asked, and her gray eyebrows pulled down into a frown. “What kind of deal?”

“I’m a farmer, I have crops, good crops that could really help you people,” I said. “I want to sell to you all so you can have more than just crooked carrots and soup.”

“Is that so?” she asked with wide eyes. “You… You’d really do that? For folk you don’t even know?”

“I don’t see why not.” I shrugged. “I’ve never sold directly to people before. Back home, all my produce would be bought and shipped out to local grocery stores-- er, markets. But… you people need it. Way more than the people back home. And something tells me I won’t be making it back before the end of the next harvest.”

Bathilda’s eyebrows raised, and her mouth opened in shock. I could tell this sort of kindness wasn’t exactly common around here. No doubt it was everyone out for themselves, or at least that stood for outsiders like me who just passed by.

I could already tell there was some sense of community, just from what I’d seen in here. Everyone was involved with each other. They drank at large tables and shared stories with each other like they were getting paid to do it.

Yeah… I wanted to help them.

“Well, I-I suppose you’re better off speaking to Overseer Alden,” she stuttered in a flustered tone. “He might be able to help arrange some sort of trade. Unfortunately, I don’t have the coin or the power to sort something like that out for you.”

“Overseer Alden?” My brow furrowed. “Where can I find him?”

“I can show you!” a voice called out from the crowd.

I turned around and could see a pale hand sticking out of the sea of men in the inn, and they started to part, one by one, to reveal one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.

She was elven. It was evident from her large pointed ears, which stuck out of her long light-blonde, wavy hair that reached past her waist. Not to mention her features were so incredibly perfect they almost knocked the wind out of me.

Her eyes were light-blue and looked like they glittered with light not inside this room, but stars. Her nose was perfectly sculpted, and her cheekbones were high and prominent. Her lips were full and pink, and when she smiled at me, I felt like the world was falling out from beneath my feet.

“Ellyn Arakiin,” the elf introduced herself in a soft, delicate voice, and she held her hand out to me.

“N-Noah Dawson,” I said as I shook her hand.

It was cool to the touch, but surprisingly not too soft. She had a worker’s hands, and I could feel calluses on her palm as they met mine.

“Are you… are you a farmhand?” I asked.

“My father owns one of the farms bordering the town,” she explained with an amused smile. “I help him out most days. So, yes, I am a farmhand.”

I couldn’t get over how beautiful this woman was. She was ethereal, like something out of a goddamn movie. Except there were no special effects giving her an otherworldly glow like she was made of actual starlight itself. Despite the malnourishment of most of the people here, Ellyn seemed to have maintained a fit and slightly muscular physique. No doubt working on the farm allowed that, and I was sure her father kept a good portion of his yield for him and her.

She was wearing a long brown skirt cinched at her waist with a small brown corset, and a loose white blouse hung off her shoulders. I could see the faintest amount of cleavage poking out of the top, and it was evident that her breasts hadn’t suffered from malnourishment, either.

I let out a shaky exhale before I quickly cleared my throat, and I could see Bathilda smirking at me out of the corner of my eye.

I guess I wasn’t as subtle as I thought.

“You really wouldn’t mind showing me to the Overseer?” I asked. “I’m sort of a fish out of water here.”

“I will gladly show you to Overseer Alden, Noah,” Ellyn replied with a chuckle. “It is not far from here.”

“Lead the way then,” I said with a breathless laugh before I hopped down off the barstool. “Thanks for explaining everything to me, guys.”

“No bother, ‘Noah Dawson from the States,’” Bathilda joked with a grin. “Come back any time.”

I raised my hand up in thanks before I followed Ellyn out of the inn and back into the street. The moment we stepped out and the oak door shut behind us, the original chatter and loud bustle of the inn returned, and I shook my head as I heard my name shouted a few times.

“Well, I guess you’re the talk of the town now,” Ellyn teased as she started to lead me further down the street.

“I guess so,” I said.

“It’s been a while since something exciting has happened around here,” the elf informed me. “You can’t blame them when a man like you supposedly falls out of the sky.”

“No, I guess I can’t,” I said with a grin. “How long have you been a farmhand?”

“From the moment I could walk, I suppose,” Ellyn said as her expression grew thoughtful. “My father needed all the help he could get around the farm. And I was more than happy to help.”

“That sounds familiar,” I said, more to myself than anything.

“How long have you been a farmer?” she asked as her blue eyes scanned me over. “You seem awfully young.”

“I’ve been running my farm for a few years now,” I said.

“On your own?” the blonde-haired elf asked in a surprised tone. “Is it a small farm, then?”

“No, far from it,” I said with a small chuckle. “Four hundred acres. That’s kinda small where I come from, but over here that might be different.”

“Four hundred acres on your own?” she repeated as her eyes widened in shock. “How in the hells do you do it?”

“With a lot of practice, I guess,” I snorted.

“And your yield? What’s that like?” Ellyn asked.

“Pretty good.” I nodded. “Right now I’ve got potatoes, corn, fruit trees, peppers, cucumbers, and carrots. They’ll be ready to harvest soon.”

“You… grow all of that on one farm?” Ellyn stopped and turned to me with a look of astonishment on her perfect face. “How? W-We can hardly grow one crop, let alone all of those.”

“Patience and practice, I guess.” I shrugged. “Maybe the ground is different where I’m from?”

“But how do you keep them watered long enough for them to grow?” she asked. “Our yield has failed again. We depend on rainwater, and so far it has been a particularly dry season.”

Ellyn looked away from me and started walking again with her head hung low. I could tell she felt ashamed at what she probably saw as failing the rest of this town, and I guess I couldn’t blame her. So much depended on their crops, and even though they weren’t the only provider, they must have been a big one.

“You only depend on rainwater?” I asked with a frown. “You don’t have irrigation ditches, or get your water from a well or a stream?”

“The stream is too far away to carry all that water,” she explained with downcast eyes. “Our well is-- wait, what’s an irrigation ditch?”

“You… You don’t know what it is?” I blinked in surprise. “Sprinklers? Center pivot irrigation? Drip irrigation?”

Ellyn shook her head with a confused frown, and I fought back the urge to tell her how incredibly cute she looked. I quickly cleared my throat instead.

“You’re telling me you guys had magic but don’t know what an irrigation ditch is?” I asked.

“Magic rarely touched this side of Mystica before,” the blonde elf said in a suddenly defensive tone. “We are underdeveloped compared to everywhere else, and no one has the money to leave and find out better ways of farming.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.” I quickly raised my hands. “But I’d be more than willing to help show you everything I know. It might make it a little easier for you guys. Not to mention help your crops a hell of a lot.”

“You’d… You’d do that?” she asked softly as she looked me up and down, as if she was trying to spot any sign of deception.

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I’m more than willing to help. You guys seem to really need it. And I’m stuck here for the foreseeable future, so, might as well, right?”

Ellyn let out a small hum as she carried on observing me, and I could see she was still trying to figure me out. It probably sounded too good to be true. A guy falls out of the sky with a surplus of crops to feed her town, as well as knowledge and know-how on how to make her own crops stop dying. I’d be skeptical, too, if I was her.

But I wanted her to trust me.

“You’re awfully generous for a man not from these lands,” she commented with a small smile. “You have no duty to us. There is no one forcing your hand.”

“Maybe it’s just a simple act of kindness,” I said. “Is that so hard to believe?”

“In this part of Mystica, yes,” Ellyn giggled. “Nobody does anything for free around here.”

“Well, consider me an exception,” I said with a grin. “Your knight in shining armor.”

“We haven’t had those in centuries, Noah,” the elf joked. “And as far as I’m aware, they didn’t drop out of the sky.”

“Hey, you never know,” I said. “I bet you guys have flying horses out here.”

“No flying horses,” Ellyn laughed. “That seems like a rather ridiculous notion.”

“Does it?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “You have dwarves, orcs, and elves in this land!”

“And you don’t?” she asked as she looked at me in surprise. “What races do you have?”

“Just humans,” I said. “Nothing fantastical. Just plain ol’ boring humans.”

“That does seem boring,” Ellyn said with a furrowed brow. “I can’t imagine a world with just humans in it. Even in the dullest parts of Mystica, like here, there has always been variation.”

“I suppose I envy you in a lot of ways,” I said as I looked at the rows of wooden and stone houses we passed by. “Even though you’re struggling, you’ve got a good community here. Or, at least, that’s what it feels like.”

“You’re right.” The blonde elf nodded with a small smile. “We try to look after each other, when we can. And there’s always a bit of life at the Frostfyre Inn. It’s why I spend so much time in there.”

“I don’t think I can blame you for that,” I snorted. “I’d probably wanna drown out the rest of the world with a few flagons of ale, too.”

Ellyn giggled at that, and I couldn’t help but admire the way her perfectly straight nose crinkled at the bridge when she did so.

“Ale definitely helps,” she commented as she calmed down and swung her arms happily at her side. “And so does Bathilda. That woman can light up a room just from being in it.”

“Something tells me people say that about you, too,” I said before I could even stop the words from coming out of my mouth. “I-I mean, y-you just seem like the type to do that, too. You have a very… calming aura?”

I winced as I rambled, but Ellyn didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she just smiled softly at me and tilted her head to one side.

“You think so?” the elf asked.

“Yeah,” I said like it was obvious. “I can’t quite place what it is about you, but, you light up a room, too, Ellyn.”

“That’s awfully kind of you to say, given we’ve only just met,” she joked, but I could see the faintest tinge of pink on her pale cheeks.

“I’m a truth teller, what can I say?” I shrugged with a smirk.

“A truth teller who fell from the sky!” Ellyn declared dramatically. “Alden will think you’re lying!”

“But that’s why you’re here, Ellyn, so you can stick up for me,” I teased.

The blonde elf playfully rolled her eyes and picked up her pace a little as we started to reach the end of the long row of houses. There was a pretty tall stone building right at the very end of the street, and it had a huge circular glass window at the top. It sort of resembled a clock tower from my world, but just way more rustic, and, you know… without a clock.

There was a well situated right outside of it, and the street branched left and right and continued down with more semi-crumbling houses.

Ivy snaked its way up to what I could only assume was the town hall, and there were a significant amount of weeds sprouting at the base. It was about as run-down as every other building in this place, but it seemed to be holding up the most, out of all of them.

“I suggest you let me do the talking,” Ellyn said as we approached a dark wooden door. “You are rather peculiar looking, and I don’t want Overseer Alden to jump to conclusions. Especially with that thing over your shoulder.”

I gripped the stock of my rifle a little tighter at the mention of it, and I pushed it further behind me, like I’d done in the inn. My Glock was still on my hip holster, and Ellyn had yet to point it out, so I figured it was pretty well concealed.

“What’s it for, anyway?” the elf asked as she raised her fist to the wood. “It looks like a short spear but has no point at the end.”

“Protection,” I said plainly.

“Odd thing to use for that,” she commented with raised eyebrows before she knocked on the door.

I could hear a small amount of chatter coming from inside that continued even after Ellyn knocked. Someone dragged a chair against the floor, and the creaking noise it made sent a shiver down my spine, but then I heard footsteps getting closer to the door, and they weren’t quiet.

Ellyn took a step back and almost fell back into me, but I quickly followed her lead and stepped back, too.

The being who opened the door was not what I was expecting to be Overseer Alden. Maybe I had some pre-established fantasy stereotype in my head, but this guy was big, and he looked like he meant business. There was no way he wasn’t the Overseer. Not when he was one of the biggest guys I’d seen so far.

Alden looked like he was a half-orc, and I’d guess he was around forty years old in human years. He was tall with a wide build, but his muscles were accentuated in an unhealthy way, like everything else had been eaten away around them, leaving him to look like a walking prop from a medical college.

His skin was light green, and he had short pointed ears with thick brass rings along the lobe and in the cartilage. His brow was thick and overhung a little over his dark brown eyes, and he had the same tusks poking out of his bottom lip as the other orcs in the Frostfyre Inn.

He took a step outside, and three other men followed him. They were a mix of different races, too. One scrawny-looking human, one stout and burly-looking dwarf, and one thin and lean elven man.

Alden wore brown leathers over a loose black shirt, and I noticed he, along with the three other men at his side, had shortswords sheathed on their belts. They were dressed in a similar fashion, but with white shirts instead of black. I guessed that signified his rank, or something, in some subtle way.

It was clear Alden ran this joint to some degree. He held himself with an air of authority, but not in an arrogant way. The stern look on his face as he sized me up showed me he was set on protecting this place, and I noticed his hand moved to the hilt of his sword.

“Overseer Alden, this is Noah Dawson,” Ellyn introduced me. “He… Well, he is not from this world.”

“I can see that,” Alden said in a gruff voice. “What’s that on your shoulder?”

I looked down to my rifle, which was still slung over my shoulder, and carefully pulled it off to show it to them.

“This is a varmint rifle,” I said. “I use it for hunting and protecting my land.”

“Vermin rifle?” Alden grunted in confusion. “You hunt rats with that thing?”

“No, varmint,” I corrected him. “It’s-- well, it shoots bullets. But… judging by the looks on your faces, you don’t know what they are.”

“No,” the half-orc said as his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Is it magic?”

“No, it’s… well, I guess you guys might call it alchemy?” I asked with a wince.

“Is it a weapon?” Alden asked with a furrowed brow.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I’m not planning on using it on any of you, though.”

The men behind Alden shifted uncomfortably and looked at their leader for guidance. Alden eyed the rifle still in my hands before he grunted.

“Good, because it will be the last thing you do,” he warned. “So, if you’re not from Mystica, where exactly are you from?”

“I’m--”

“He’s from The States,” Ellyn answered for me. “He got here using portal magic, somehow. He fell from the sky.”

“Portal magic?” Alden’s thick eyebrows raised in surprise. “H-How?”

“I honestly have no idea,” I admitted. “One minute I was in my world, just minding my business, the next I was here. I landed on the hill, behind the trees. I think Bathilda called it the Mist Woods.”

“Yeah, I know it. It’s close by. What brings you to me?” Alden asked as he eyed me up and down. “Other than announcing your arrival?”

“Look, I get why you’re suspicious, but I’m really not here to do anything to you guys,” I said with a sheepish smile. “I… I wanna help.”

“It’s true,” Ellyn said as she stepped in front of me. “He seems honest.”

“Seems,” I mumbled under my breath, and Ellyn nudged me with her elbow.

I’d been skeptical about lending my help, but these people really seemed to need it. Not to mention Ellyn was among these people. There were also probably more starving kids like Lucille, and people hiding in their homes, too hungry to stand.

So far, I’d been greeted with nothing but kindness and a little bit of skepticism, but that was warranted, given I was carrying a strange weapon and wearing strange clothes.

But, despite their skepticism, I wanted to do my part. Especially if leaving wasn’t an option any time soon. Better to make friends than enemies.

“And how, exactly, do you intend to offer help, Noah from The States?” Alden raised a thick eyebrow.

“I have a farm,” I said. “And I have plenty of crops I’m willing to sell so your people can eat.”

“Is that so?” Alden hummed, but his eyes were still squinted at me, like I might lash out at any second.

“Yeah,” I said. “If I’m not going back to where I’m from, at least any time soon, then I don’t want it all to go to waste. And there’s far too much produce just for me to live off of alone.”

“Interesting,” the half-orc Overseer said gruffly. “Gladewood Crossing could do with some good produce. Trade is shit right now, to put it lightly, and no offense, Ellyn, but the recent produce has been…”

“Less than adequate, I’m well aware,” she said with a disappointed sigh. “You don’t need to remind me.”

“I only say it because it means we could use all the help we can get,” Alden said and scratched at his prominent chin. “I’ll need to see this farm that supposedly just dropped out of the sky before making any deals, Noah. I’m sure you understand.”

“You’ve gotta know what you’re paying for,” I said with a lopsided grin. “I understand completely.”

I did feel a smidge of hesitance, though. Alden seemed like an alright dude right now, but when he and his men saw my crops, I’d have to keep a close eye on them. I didn’t want to have to use any of my guns against people, but I also wasn’t about to let people try and rob me.

“Alright then, men, let’s go and see this farm,” the Overseer said before he started leading the way down the cobbled streets.

The various market stall shopkeepers watched in awe, with dropped jaws and wide eyes, as I passed them again, this time with a pretty sizable party of armed guards and the Overseer himself.

Alden strode down the streets and gave the people small nods as he passed. Either that was his greeting, or his way of saying it was okay not to worry about me being here. I couldn’t really tell.

The Overseer of Gladewood Crossing seemed like a tough guy to read, but there was one thing I could tell right off the bat, and one thing that remained strikingly obvious. He’d do anything to protect this town, which meant pissing him off needed to be at the top of my list of things to never do while I’m here in Mystica.

The half-orc led the way the entire walk back to my farm, and it proved he really did know where he was going. He navigated the Mist Woods like it was his home, and he led us straight through the center until my farm came into view. There were no strange, laughing wolves this time, and Alden made sure to steer clear of any glittering mushrooms.

And, when we stopped at the front of my land, his men and Ellyn all paused with their mouths open in shock.

From here, you could see the flourishing crops in the fields behind my house. Vibrant green leaves peeked over the fences, and the sound of my sprinklers going off filled the air. Not to mention the many noises coming from my animals who appeared safe and sound.

“I… this is all yours?” Alden asked in complete shock,

His light green skin had paled significantly, and I watched his prominent Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed a lump in his throat.

“This is all mine,” I confirmed. “But you haven’t seen anything yet.”

I started to walk to the main entrance, and I unlatched the gate before I pushed it open. I opened my arm out to them as a signal that they could enter, and Ellyn walked through first.

Her light blue eyes were wide in wonder as she looked at all of my animals grazing in their pens. Apart from the pigs, who were snoring away in the mud like they usually did.

“Noah… this is… incredible,” she trailed off as she floated over to the sheep pen.

I watched as she reached a slim hand out to pet one of the newborn lambs. It shied away from her at first before it nudged her palm, and she giggled as it bleated happily under her touch. I couldn’t help but smile to myself as she petted the lamb with such tenderness, and I could see she had an innate affinity for this kind of thing.

“You have so many animals,” Alden commented as he came to stand beside me. “Chickens, pigs, cows, sheep… I don’t understand how you manage to keep them all so well fed.”

“It’s not easy, but it’s manageable,” I said. “I suppose where I’ve come from, I’ve had more resources than you guys to get by.”

“Then I’m sure you’re very disappointed that you can’t get back,” the half-orc grumbled with a hint of shame.

I looked over at Ellyn as he spoke those words. I don’t know why, but when I watched her, I didn’t feel disappointed at being stuck here. Not for now, at least. This was definitely more interesting than trying to evade the Tax Man back home. Not to mention any more calls from Aunt Mildred.

I could have ended up in far worse places, with far worse company. I hadn’t been lying earlier when I said Ellyn could light up a room. She really could, and she’d lit up whatever despair I was probably going to spiral down after being portaled to another dimension.

“You should come and see my crops,” I said after I forced myself to look away from Ellyn, who was getting her face licked by one of the sheep. “You’re gonna love this.”

I started to lead the party to the back end of the farm, and I gestured to the greenhouses as we passed. They looked at the formations with open mouths, like they couldn’t believe what they were looking at.

“The glass captures heat from the sun and contains the humidity for plants to grow,” I explain. “I’ve got a few crops in there right now for my own pantry. But the good stuff is over here.”

I led Alden over to the three main fields at the very back of the farm. They stretched ahead of us, and the fresh growing produce was sprouting out of the green vines and stalks. They were dripping with water thanks to my irrigation giving them a healthy dose of water, and I was glad to see it still worked, even after getting transported to another dimension.

I’d take a closer look at everything later and figure out what worked and what didn’t after the freak incident, but for now, it seemed everything was working just fine.

“I’ve got a good rotation of potatoes and corn right now,” I said as I pointed to the two large fields filled with growing crops. “Over there I have my fruit trees. Those are growing apples, for the most part, but there’s a small section for oranges, lemons, and peaches.”

“You have all of that fruit… right here?” Alden asked and shook his head in shock. “H-How can you have such variety… all in such perfect quality?”

“Gladewood has never seen color like this before,” Ellyn said as she joined us from the sheep pen and stood by my side. “We focus on wheat, barley, rye, potatoes, and carrots. Nothing this impressive.”

“Nothing this delicious,” the dwarf guard said as he looked over at the trees teeming with pops of color and shiny fruit.

“Go ahead,” I said as I nodded toward the trees. “Try one.”

“What?” He whirled around like I’d just suggested he jump off a cliff.

“Try one, all of you,” I reiterated and looked down at Ellyn, who had been eyeing up an apple tree. “Try an apple.”

Ellyn’s light blue eyes looked up at me, like swirling oceans, wide and in disbelief. I nodded my head with a small smile to show her it was okay. That I wasn’t trying to trick her or anything. After all, I was wanting to sell to these people, so I might as well give them a taste of what they were gonna be paying for before they got it.

“You don’t need to ask me twice,” the dwarf said before he stormed over to a tree and jumped up in order to pluck a shiny red apple from it.

“Wilbur!” Alden snapped. “You could show a little bit of decorum.”

“Never heard of that,” the dwarf grunted as he bit into the apple, and his eyes lit up. “Hells taint.”

“What?” Alden asked as he leaned forward in intrigue. “What is it?”

“This…” Wilbur trailed off as he chewed.

I waited with bated breath for his reaction, and I found myself leaning in closer, too.

“Is fucking amazing!” he declared with a hearty laugh. “On my mother’s tits, this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted!”

“Let me try,” the human guard said as he hurried over and plucked one down.

The second he bit into it, his eyes fluttered closed, and he let out a deep groan.

“Well, now I’m intrigued,” Ellyn said with a smirk as she watched the two men practically salivate all over their apples.

“Go ahead,” I said and gestured to the trees. “See what you’re missing out on.”

Ellyn slowly stepped forward, and I noticed she walked so gracefully it almost appeared like she was gliding. She stopped in front of the many fruit trees and reached a pale hand to one of the apples, and then her delicate fingers wrapped around the red base and tugged.

She examined it with a curious eye once it was in her hand, and I walked over to her side and chuckled as her eyebrows tugged down into a frown. They really must not have seen fruit like this before. So fresh and so vibrant.

“This is more than impressive, Noah,” Ellyn said as she ran her thumb across the shiny red skin. “This is magic.”

“Not quite,” I said in amusement. “Just hard work, years of steady watering, and patience.”

“The ‘irrigation’ you mentioned to me earlier…” the elf trailed off. “Does it help grow food like this?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “It stops them from dying out. The trees drink as much as they need to sustain themselves.”

“Interesting,” the blonde said as she looked down at the apple in her hand. “I suppose there’s no use in me just looking at it, is there?”

“Tasting it is the best part,” I stage-whispered behind my hand.

Ellyn giggled before she brought the apple to her lips and bit down. I couldn’t help but be completely ensnared by the sight of her plump lips wrapping around the fruit, and the way juice dripped down her chin the moment her teeth sank into it.

I felt my breath hitch in my throat as her eyes fluttered closed, and her tongue darted out to lick up the spilled juice. She didn’t even know how much those two little movements turned me on, and I tried my hardest not to let it show. Especially in front of the Overseer of the town I’d been portaled right next to.

I cleared my throat before I scratched the back of my head.

“So, you like it?” I asked awkwardly.

Ellyn nodded and moaned as she started to chew, and one of her thin fingers reached up to wipe away the remaining juice. I swallowed hard as I watched her, and I kept scratching at my head to keep myself distracted.

“We have to order fruit from the next town over,” Alden said as he walked over to us in a daze. “And we haven’t had that in a very long time. Not since the drought.”

The half-orc reached up and grabbed an apple, and he immediately shoved it into his face. His tense shoulders dropped as the taste flooded his mouth, and his dark eyes rolled into the back of his head.

“Fuck me sideways,” he mumbled through a mouthful of apple. “You… You’ve got yourself a deal, Noah.”

“Yeah?” I asked in surprise. “You… You really wanna trade with me?”

I thought Alden would have put up more of a fight, if I’m being perfectly honest. He was pretty standoffish, and I knew it was gonna take a little while to get him to trust me and my intentions, but apparently, trying one of my apples was enough to get the ball rolling.

“The people of Gladewood Crossing deserve something nice like this,” the Overseer said. “Something good. Something tasty.”

“Something that isn’t crooked carrot stew,” Wilbur added as he bit off every last morsel of apple from the core.

“You’ll need to fortify this place, though,” Alden said as he looked at my fences. “Whatever pests you had in your world, forget about them. The ones here are meaner, greener, and will certainly do a lot more damage.”

“What do you mean greener?” I asked in confusion.

“Goblin bandits, from time to time,” the Overseer explained with a casual wave of his hand. “They’ve been known to push out of the woodland surrounding Gladewood to try their luck with some of our crops. It usually doesn’t end well for them, once me and my boys get word, but you’re pretty far outside of town.”

“So, I’ll need to protect myself,” I finished with a sigh. “Great. Goblin bandits are a bit of a jump from wild hogs and coyotes.”

“A very big jump,” Alden grumbled. “I don’t envy you, being all the way out here with this much land.”

“Thanks, Alden,” I commented with an amused scoff.

“You’ll manage, I’m sure,” he said and clapped a big green hand onto my shoulder. “Oh, and don’t forget wolves, bugs, Witches Fingers Weed, Death Veins, all the different types of deadly mushroom--”

“Alden, I don’t think that’s what he wants to be hearing right now,” Ellyn cut him off and rested a reassuring hand on my bicep. “I can help you learn these things, but they’ll take time. There’s no point reeling them off to you just for you to forget straight away.”

Alden grumbled to himself as Ellyn sent him a pointed look, and the half-orc scratched at the back of his neck.

I was kinda glad the Overseer had pointed out all of that stuff, even if it was too much at once. I knew now that I really did have to fortify this place if I wanted myself, my crops, and my animals to survive in Mystica.

Protecting the Dawson farm just got a whole lot harder.


Chapter Four

Ellyn snapped me out of my thoughts by squeezing my bicep again. I looked down and saw the elf smiling up at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. It was like she just radiated warmth and good energy. Maybe it was something to do with her race, or maybe it was just her. I would have to learn all of the traits about each race in this land at some point, but for now, I was just glad I had such a positive force seemingly willing to help me.

“You’re gonna help a lot of people with this food, Noah,” she murmured. “A lot of people.”

“She’s right,” Alden agreed as he wiped his chin and finished off the rest of his apple. “We’ll buy whatever you’ve got spare. Then we’ll sell a large portion to the market stall owners. That’ll allow them some commerce. How does three gold pieces a bushel sound?”

Wilbur started violently choking on his own spit and had to bang his chest hard. Even Ellyn’s eyes almost popped out of her head from Alden’s suggestion.

“Three gold a bushel?” the dwarf asked after he’d recovered. “Are you out of your mind?”

“The crops are worth it! You can’t deny that was the best thing you’ve tasted in all your miserable years,” Alden joked with a crooked smile. “And we have enough money stored away for something like this. Our people need food, and good food at that. And Noah can provide that for us.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” I said as I extended my hand to the burly Overseer.

I still didn’t know much about the currency over here, but judging by everyone’s reactions, that seemed to be one hell of a deal, and I’d be a fool to pass it up when I had nothing to my name.

Alden grinned and shook my hand with a firm grip. I smiled back and hid the wince as he squeezed with excessive strength.

Well, at least I knew something about half-orcs now. Never get in an arm-wrestling match with them.

“The potatoes won’t be ready until a few months’ time, and neither will the corn, but I can set aside some of the fruit and vegetables from my drip irrigation patches for you,” I said.

“What have you got in those ‘drip irrigation’ things?” Alden asked with an inquisitive look on his wide face.

“Carrots, cucumbers, potatoes,” I listed off. “They’re ready to be picked whenever, so I’ll make some time to do that for you guys.”

“Much appreciated, Noah.” The Overseer nodded. “We look forward to it.”

“Yeah, we do,” Wilbur said with a hearty laugh as he licked his fingers clean of the apple juice. “Gods, I feel like I’ve eaten a banquet.”

“I’ve never tasted anything like that in all my years in Mystica,” the human guard said. “How it’s not magic is beyond me.”

“Like I said, just hard work and patience.” I shrugged.

“And this fabled ‘irrigation,’” Alden said. “Sounds like wizard shit to me.”

“Not wizard shit,” I chuckled. “It’s a type of watering system to make sure plants get enough water. There are loads of different ways to do it, but I mostly stick to just two.”

“Still sounds funny,” the half-orc grumbled. “Well, we’ll leave you to it, I suppose. I don’t like being out of the town for this long.”

“Alright, thanks for coming out,” I said as I started to lead them back to the main entrance of the farm.

“No, thank you.” Alden laughed deeply. “I think you’ve changed Wilbur’s life. And you’re about to change a lot more once we get this into town.”

“I’m just glad it’s not all gonna go to waste,” I said with a bashful smile. “Better to sell it at a fair price to people who actually need it than let it all rot.”

“And that’s very noble of you,” Ellyn said as she walked by my side, still holding onto my arm. “You just got here, and instead of keeping everything to yourself, you’ve offered to help us. Not many people would do that, Noah.”

“No one I know would,” Wilbur scoffed. “Selfish bastards.”

“But can you blame them?” Alden asked. “The people of Gladewood Crossing have been starving for… far too long.”

A solemn look befell all of them as they turned their gaze to the ground, and I could tell this really was something that had affected them for a very long time. If the way the citizens looked wasn’t enough to give it away, their reaction was very telling.

They needed help. Maybe more than I realized. And I reckoned it’d take a lot to make a man like Alden ask for help.

“The point is, we’re very lucky it was Noah who dropped out of the sky and portaled his way here,” Ellyn said with a soft smile as she looked up at me. “A generous farmer. Something we desperately need.”

I felt my heartbeat quicken at her words, and my cheeks flamed with heat. She was looking at me like I’d hung up the moon for her, and I knew right then that I’d give away half of this farm if it’d keep her smiling at me like that.

For the first time in a long time, I was starting to feel like I had a purpose. Like there was actually something bigger than me that I was helping with. Back home, if I’d decided to quit farming and keep all of my produce for this season, it wouldn’t have made a difference. The shortfall would have been made up by another farmer, and the markets I sold to would have had a whole-ass list of farmers raring and ready to sell all of their stock.

But here… here I mattered. Here I could make a real difference and probably save a lot of lives.

And that did make me feel like I’d hung up the moon in a way.

“I don’t know how pleased my father will be about having another farmer to compete with, and a pretty good one at that, but if you need wheat or barley, I’m sure he’ll put his ego to one side and trade with you,” the blonde elf said. “Especially once he sees what you’ve grown.”

“Yes, I’m sure Frederik will have to come around, if he knows what’s good for him,” Alden joked with a rumbling laugh. “Pride be damned!”

“Pride be damned!” Wilbur and the other guards echoed.

“He’ll come around,” Ellyn agreed with a playful roll of her eyes. “After his stomach does the talking rather than his head.”

“That sounds about right,” Alden mumbled to himself.

I stopped just as we reached the gate leading out to the trail, which handily was still there and led somewhere down the hill. Alden turned with a sigh, and the rest of his men followed suit.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Noah,” the half-orc said with a firm nod. “Come by the townhouse whenever your produce is ready. I’ll send my boys out to come and help take it back to town.”

“Will do.” I nodded back. “Thanks again. Really. At least I know I’ve got a living over here.”

“For three gold pieces per bushel, no less.” Ellyn chuckled softly. “I’ve never heard of anyone getting more than one gold piece, at most.”

“I’m sure that is some comfort, yes,” Alden agreed. “But… the topic of your return to your world… Well, I don’t think any of us here in Gladewood will be able to help with that.”

“I don’t expect anyone to,” I said. “I guess this is just something I’ll have to figure out on my own.”

Or at all.

The question of whether or not I would choose to go back even if I did find a way to do it was playing on my mind. There were pros and cons to staying and leaving, but the biggest one was what was actually waiting for me back in Salinas Valley? Taxes and annoying relatives trying to pick my bones clean.

But here… here there was something more.

Alden nodded and raised his hand in goodbye before he ushered his men to follow him down the trail and out of sight. Ellyn watched them go while still holding my arm, and then she sighed.

“I should probably head back, too,” she said. “I don’t want my father getting worried about me. But I’ll put in a good word for you.”

“Much appreciated, Ellyn,” I chuckled. “I’ll, um, see you around?”

I tried to keep the eagerness out of my voice, but I don’t think I was very successful.

“Or you could see me tonight?” the blonde elf asked with a shy smile. “You should come to the Frostfyre Inn when you get the chance. I think it will do you some good.”

“You think so?” I asked as I started to walk with her down the trail. “I don’t have any money yet. I think it’d be a pretty dry night for me.”

“Do you always depend on alcohol to have a good time?” she teased.

“Depends on whether or not I’m with good company,” I teased back.

The blonde farmhand giggled and shook her head, and I watched as loose wisps of her pale hair fell in front of her face.

“I guess you’ll have to figure that out when you get there,” she said with a cute dimpled smile.

I felt the wind get knocked out of me, and I had to quickly cough to cover up my surprise. Ellyn hummed to herself in amusement at my sudden outburst, and she looked me up and down with a knowing smirk on her face.

“So, tonight then?” she asked as she folded her arms across her chest.

I tried to ignore the way it made her cleavage push up. Tried, being the key word here.

“Yeah, I’ll come tonight,” I said with a weak nod. “I’ll… yeah.”

“Good,” the blonde elf hummed and smiled proudly before she started to skip down the trail. “See you later, Noah from The States!”

“See you later, Ellyn from Mystica!” I called back jokingly.

The elf spun around and playfully stuck her tongue out at me, and I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up in my chest. I was really looking forward to seeing her again, and part of me wished she hadn’t had to go, but I needed to fix up my farm.

I waited until Ellyn was completely out of sight before I shut the main gate and locked it. Then I started doing another perimeter check of the farm.

There were some places where the wooden fence had completely shattered, so my first priority was fixing those up and securing the perimeter.

First things first, though, I needed to put my rifle back in its case on my side by side. It was time to get my hands dirty, and I didn’t want it getting in the way. I still had my Glock for protection if I needed it, though.

After I’d slipped the Ruger back into its case, I headed to the barn next to my house, which was currently filled with a bunch of miscellaneous shit while my animals grazed in the summer sun. I’d have to move it all out to the shed at some point once it started getting colder so my animals could sleep in there, but for now, it was my own personal haberdashery.

There was a boatload of spare wood lying around for odd jobs that needed doing, so I quickly headed for the back of the barn and found the wooden posts that had been leaning against the wall for God knows how long.

They were covered in cobwebs, but I just brushed them off as I picked up around six of them, as well as my toolbox in my other hand, which had been sitting on the seat of my John Deere. Then I returned to one of the broken areas of the fence and started rebuilding it.

As I worked, I moved down the perimeter, and I made sure to avoid the shards of wood that had come from the old pieces of fence. That would be one hell of a splinter, and I really did not wanna have to deal with picking out shards of wood from my kneecaps tonight.

I made a few trips back to the barn to get more wooden slats, and there was one particular stretch of fence that needed to be completely redone, so I got one of the larger posts as well as my mallet and headed back out to fix it up.

I also picked up my posthole digger, which was leaning against one of the old barrels Dad used to have his ale in. This thing made digging holes a hell of a lot easier, so I dragged it out to where I needed it and plunged it into the dirt. Luckily, this digger wasn’t electric, so it wouldn’t make too much noise and draw anything to the farm. I did have a gas-powered one in my shed, but there was no way I wanted to risk making myself an easy target for anything prowling by.

Once I’d used the jaws to pierce the ground, I clamped them shut and pulled up a chunk of dirt big enough to put the post in the ground. I let the digger drop to the ground, picked up one of the big posts, and dropped it into the newly formed hole. Then I started hammering it further with my mallet. Once it was at an adequate height, I began slotting in the remaining pieces of wood to make up the actual fence itself.

Sweat started to pool on my brow, but I wiped it away with the sleeve of my plaid shirt and looked down at my handiwork with a pleased smile on my face.

But the day was far from over yet.

It was definitely past midday. The bright sun was starting to shift toward the horizon at a snail’s pace, but I knew I’d lost half of the day. I wondered whether or not time worked differently here. So far, I’d seen no indication that it did, but then again, I always lost track of time when I was doing jobs around the farm.

Not to mention, today had been pretty fucking wild.

This wasn’t just a normal fix-up job. I’d landed in a place where wolves and goblins were apparently common pests, so I’d need to tweak a few things around the farm to try and combat that.

I headed back to the barn and put my toolbox back in my John Deere just so I’d remember where it was next time I’d need it, and then I headed to the woodpile again. This time, instead of looking for the spare fence slats, I grabbed as many thick slabs as I could, and I dragged them out to the front of my house. Then I jogged over to the shed, got my dad’s old hunting knife down from its perch, and headed back to the wood.

My plan was to make a few sharp stakes to put around the fences bordering the animals’ enclosures. Maybe it would be better for me to put them inside the barns overnight, even though it wasn’t winter yet, but it wasn’t like I could stop them from grazing entirely. I still needed to collect this year’s hay from the field, and the feed silo wouldn’t feed them through the rest of the summer and the winter.

For now, though, they needed some protection during the day, at the very least. I sort of wish I had a guard dog now. It was always something I’d toyed with, but I’d never got around to buying one. Maybe I was just too busy and wrapped up in my own little world, but I could definitely do with having something like that helping me protect my farm.

I sat myself down in front of the pile of wood and picked out pieces I could turn into stakes. Once I had a pretty good collection, I grabbed as many as I could and dragged them over to my side by side. I laid them on the back and secured them with a bit of rope that was still loose in the back, and I also grabbed my shovel, which was leaning up against the side of the red barn.

Then I made my way to the front entrance-- which I quickly had to open up-- and started driving around the border of the farm. I started on the border of the chicken coop first. Sure, these guys had the most protection with an eight-foot fence that had thick metal chicken wire wrapped around it, but they were the easiest targets for something like a wolf.

Not to mention, they were the noisiest prey.

I started hammering the stakes into the ground and tested each of them for their durability, and I was pretty impressed they remained upright, even when I really tugged on it. After they were all placed, I began shaving the top ends down into points that would be sharp enough to impale any creatures that might try their luck to get at my livestock.

Once I was happy with those, I moved further down in my Gator toward the pigpen and did the same thing. Then my sheep pasture, and then, finally, my cow pasture.

Each now had a good amount of physical protection in case a predator decided to charge right at them. Hopefully, they’d just be impaled and die straight away, but at the very least, they’d get injured enough to think twice about chowing down on my animals.

I’d accomplished the main safety precautions, and in a pretty good amount of time, no less, but there were still some things I needed to do before I could call it a day.

I wanted to put up some of the extra chicken wire I had on the fences, but particularly around my crops. My animals now had the stakes as extra protection, but I didn’t even want to think about how many fantastical creatures could just wander through the gaps in my fence and feast on my crops whenever they wanted to.

So, I wasted no time in rushing back to the barn where the huge roll of spare chicken wire was and put it in the bed of my side by side. Then I grabbed my toolbox again as well as a pot full of nails from my workbench, which was in the corner of the barn.

Once I had everything I needed, I prepared myself for a very time-consuming task. And it was. It took me most of the day to line even a portion of my crop fields, and that wasn’t including going back for spare chicken wire five times.

I’d completely run out, which meant what I had would have to last, but I felt pretty damn accomplished in what I’d done today. It wouldn’t be long before the sun would set, and I still needed to do chores around the farm that I would have done this morning, had I not been portaled to a goddamn fantasy world.

So, I hopped back in my Gator and headed back into my farm. I made sure to lock the gate behind me, and I parked my side by side back up by the front of the house before I started to go through my mental checklist.

The cows would need milking, and that would be my most time-consuming task. No doubt they were pissed at me for leaving it so long, but today had been a whirlwind. Then, after that, I’d need to collect the chicken eggs and put them in the house. The thought of incubating a few of them so I could sell the town some chickens crossed my mind, and I made a mental note to talk to Alden about it.

After those two things, I’d just need to check in on the sheep and see how they were getting along after being clipped and chipped.

I headed into my house and rolled up my sleeves before giving my arms and hands a good wash with soap. Then I headed back to the barn and grabbed a few clean buckets to fill up with milk. I grabbed my stool, too, before I headed outside toward the pasture.

I had my own little routine when it came to milking my cows, and they knew it, too. With the amount of time I spent with them, it was hard for us not to work out what the other wanted, so as soon as I hopped over the fence and into the pasture, my cows mooed in excitement and started walking over to me.

“Alright, alright, girls, one at a time,” I chuckled. “Bessie, you’re up first.”

Bessie was my biggest cow and a sweetheart. She was the most affectionate, and there were too many times when she and I would have a midday nap in the pasture while the other cows grazed around us.

She mooed in agreement and trotted over to me, and once she was stationary and grazing, I set down my stool and bucket underneath her udders and got to work.

Usually, I’d ship off all the milk I’d collect to be pasteurized in special tanks, but I wouldn’t be able to do that here. I’d have to give a go at pasteurizing it myself, otherwise I’d run the risk of getting some sort of horrendous disease. No doubt the people in Mystica hadn’t figured out pasteurization yet, or whatever it might be called without good ol’ Louis Pasteur leading the charge.

That was another bit of knowledge I’d probably have to pass on to them, and possibly save even more lives, and selling this milk would add to my profits and to the benefits of those living in Gladewood.

I figured it was simple enough. My mom told me my grandma would pasteurize her own milk back in the day. It was part of the reason we’d never invested in milk machines and had stuck to hand-milking. Mom and Dad wanted to keep the tradition alive, and while it took twice as long to get the milk from my cows, it felt good knowing I was keeping up the Dawson tradition, too.

I had refrigerators in the house that already had a load of milk inside, ready to be collected in glass bottles. So, if I followed what my grandma did, I’d just need to heat it up on the stove below boiling point, somewhere around one hundred and forty-five degrees Fahrenheit for around thirty minutes. That’d give it enough time to kill off any bacteria and make it safe to drink.

I was thankful I’d gotten all of my shots before this whole thing had happened, too, because no doubt there were innumerable diseases I could catch out here just from the environment alone. But pasteurizing my own milk was a good step in stopping any other unwanted diseases from rearing their head.

I filled almost the entire bucket by the time I was done with Bessie, and I gave her back a good rub.

“Nice one, girl,” I said as I reached up to scratch at her ears. “Look at you. You really needed that, huh?”

Bessie mooed in response and licked her nose with her long tongue. I chuckled and patted her head.

“Yeah, I’m sorry, Bess,” I said as I hauled the bucket up and carefully placed it down over the fence. “I know I normally do this first thing in the morning. It’s been a wild day.”

I only had fifteen milking cows, but that was more than enough to have a shit-ton of milking to do. I tried to do it as quickly as I could, but the buckets filled faster than I’d like, and I needed to keep going back into the barn to get more.

By the time I was done, I had eighteen buckets to take back into the house. It was no wonder I had such muscular arms when carrying huge buckets of milk around the farm was part of my daily life.

The entire process must have taken a few hours, and by the time I’d finished putting the milk into glass bottles in the refrigerator, I was exhausted. I made sure to write the letters ‘UP’ on them, so I would remember they were unpasteurized. Doing that would be another task for another day, and I definitely didn’t have time to do it now.

Once I was finished in the walk-in refrigerator, I herded the cows into the next pasture and closed off the other one so it would have time to replenish itself. Then I quickly grabbed my egg basket and beelined for the chicken coop.

They hadn’t laid many today, which wasn’t a surprise given the stress of this morning. So, I took the few I’d collected and left them on the counter to sort out later.

Then I ran over to my sheep and gave them all a once-over. They were perfectly content and happily munching away on the grass beneath them. But it was getting late, so I herded them out of the pasture and into the pen directly next to it.

Next up was checking everything still worked on the farm. Water, electricity, stuff like that.

I kept the generator in my barn. This was a last-ditch effort in case my solar panels stopped working, and so far, I’d only had one instance where I’d needed to turn it on. My animals had been pretty happy, considering it was right in the middle of winter, so that thing had been kicking out serious heat and kept them warm during the cold nights.

I guessed the solar panels still worked out here somehow, since my refrigerator was still running, but did that mean everything still worked in the house? I quickly raced up the steps to my porch and barged through the door into my living room to find out.

The first thing I did was flick the light switch right next to the door, and I grinned as the bulb flickered on and off. So, it did still work, and I bet that meant the batteries and inverter I used for nights and when the sun wasn’t out were probably still good, too. That was one hell of a relief. I couldn’t imagine living full rustic out here like everyone else in Gladewood Crossing.

I couldn’t stop and admire the fact I had working electricity for long, not when there was very little daylight left. So, I rushed back out of the door and slammed it behind me before I ran behind to the left side of the house and over to my diesel tanks.

I had four, five hundred-gallon diesel tanks, and I’d recently bought two thousand gallons at a discount to last me all year. It didn’t look like they’d leaked or anything, and when I tapped the side of the metal tank, there was a dull, heavy noise which meant it was still full.

I hadn’t used many gallons at all since I bought it in bulk, so I reckon I could make this last for a pretty long time if I was careful about it. I knew conserving resources like fuel was gonna be important, because there was no way I could get something like that here. And I’d never really paid that much attention in science class to know how to adequately frack.

I moved onto the rainwater collectors next. I had three large collectors I used to water my animals and keep them hydrated, but I also had a rainwater harvesting system beneath the ground, too. It was basically your standard system. Rainwater would run off the roof, into the gutter, down the pipe and into the filtration system. After that, it’d go into the main tank and either be pumped into the house for things like flushing my toilet, or into my irrigation systems, and any overflow would go into my well outside my house.

The rainwater collectors were basically backup water, and if there were ever any dry months, this was what I’d use to help keep my plants and animals alive. I took the lid off one and nodded when I saw it was almost full to the brim. I knew my ground system was working purely because the center pivot irrigation system was sprinkling water all over my potatoes and corn.

It didn’t seem like anything had been damaged when I’d been portaled here, apart from my fences, but they were fixed up now. My animals were completely docile and none the wiser, and my water and electricity worked.

I checked on my well, and sure enough, I could see water shimmering in the bottom of it. My solar panels looked fine from down here, and if the light switched on, that meant it was good enough for me.

I tried to live sustainably anyway, and I didn’t like relying on other people, especially not all the way out in the middle of Salinas Valley No Man’s Land. And I guess that had paid off, because now I could live sustainably here, where, arguably, I’d need to most.

I brushed my hands off on my jeans, which were now dirty and covered in mud and grain. I’d done a hell of a lot today, and I could feel the weariness start to settle inside my bones.

I still wanted to go into town and go to the inn, though. If only to see Ellyn again. Even if I was starting to feel like a walking corpse at this point.

I started to head for the house, only to pause in my tracks at the sound of a high-pitched whimper. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I pulled my Glock out of its holster as I tried to discern where it was coming from.

Whatever it was cried out again, and I started to follow the sound with my gun raised and ready to shoot. It was coming from somewhere along the fence. By now, the sun had started to slip down the sky and painted the west in a beautiful canopy of pinks and purples, but the east had turned dark.

And that was where the sound was coming from.

I walked carefully as I neared, and I saw something white scrambling against the chicken wire. I frowned as I got closer, and it made that awful whining noise again.

My hand holding my gun slowly lowered as I neared a stark-white creature, with thick fur that seemed to glitter, even in the dim light of the evening sky. Small rainbow sparkles emanated from the beast as it tried to free itself from the chicken wire it was half caught in, and when I neared, its bright blue eyes shot up to me.

It was a wolf.

A baby wolf.

And it was hurt.


Chapter Five

Its bright blue eyes burned like neon as it stared up at me pleadingly, and it tried to scramble out of the wire wrapped around its leg. It whimpered again, and I holstered my gun as I knelt down beside it.

He wriggled around as he tried to reach me, but it wasn’t out of malice. He was wounded, and he was trying to get me to help. I reached my hand out and gently started to stroke his head, and I was surprised at how soft he was.

The baby wolf whined and leaned into my touch, and he stopped trying to free himself.

“It’s alright,” I murmured in comfort. “You’re gonna be alright.”

The wolf let out a puff of air out of his black nose as if in response, and he laid his head down on the muddy ground.

I looked around outside the boundaries of my farm and tried to see if there were any other wolves around, but there was nothing. No bright eyes staring at me from the treeline, no howls in the darkness of the woods. Just silence, if you don’t count the chirping of crickets and other nocturnal creatures that had just started to wake up.

This little guy was all alone.

He looked kinda thin and was probably trying to get in here so he could feast on either my crops or my animals. But either way, it was clear he was hungry, which was why it was surprising he hadn’t tried to chew my hand off yet.

There was a red stain on his back leg that was still trapped in the chicken wire, and it was pretty evident the limb was cut up at the very least. I stroked his glittering fur again to try and keep him calm as I leaned in to get a better look at how trapped he was, and to see whether or not I needed to get some wire cutters to get him out.

He must have dug under the dirt in order to try and get through, but in his haste, he’d caught his paw in the chicken wire and panicked. That’s what led him to being sprawled out on the muddy ground, completely incapacitated.

I kinda felt responsible for him getting trapped in it. Sure, he made the decision to try and get through, and if this was a coyote or something back home, I probably would have just put it out of its misery.

But this wolf… there was something different about him.

His bright blue eyes looked up at me again, and he let out small whimpers, as if he was begging me to give him a chance. He could have nipped me, or at least tried to, but he hadn’t.

I made up my mind at that moment. I’d try and fix the damage I’d done to him. Even if I didn’t know if I could.

“I’ll get you out,” I said to him. “Just stay calm, okay?”

The white-furred pup let out another huff through his nostrils and laid his head against the ground. I didn’t know if he could actually understand me, or if it was just a coincidence, but he sure as hell seemed perceptive to what I was saying.

So, I reached for his leg with one hand, and the chicken wire with my other hand. I started to try and pull his leg through the rest of the wire, but it had embedded itself into his skin. He whined as I maneuvered the wire out of his leg, and when I pulled it back, the silver metal was stained red. I winced as I caught sight of the wound, but I kept focused on freeing his leg.

It took me a few minutes to carefully wind the chicken wire off his little body, and once he was free, he let out a deep sigh. I stroked his head with a sigh of relief at having freed him, but that was only the first part. Next, I needed to clean it and wrap it, and then he had to survive through the night.

“Alright, bud, let’s get you inside,” I said as I scooped up his little body in my arms and held him close to my chest. He probably weighed less than twenty pounds, and I felt bad for the emaciated pup.

He was almost completely limp in my arms, but he did lift his head up enough to nudge my chin with his wet nose. I chuckled lightly before I scanned the borders outside of my farm one last time.

Still no other wolves.

He really was alone.

If he had a pack, they would have probably torn me apart for getting so close to him. And I felt my heart sink a little at the thought of this little guy having no one.

I started to make my way back to the house, and I offered him some soothing strokes as we entered the warm house. I flicked on the light with my elbow before I set him down on the dining room table in the middle of the room. Then I rushed to get a dish towel and rested it under his head so he wasn’t completely laying on the hard wood, and in the bright light of the dining room, I could see the extent of his injury.

His glittery white fur was covered in dark blood near his leg, and I moved the slick fur to the side to see a pretty large cut. No doubt his ligaments and tendons were completely torn, and I didn’t know if he’d ever be able to use that leg again with what I could offer him.

“Damnit,” I hissed to myself as I ran a hand through my sandy hair. “I guess you’ve never seen chicken wire before, huh?”

The wolf whined and put his paw over his face like he was embarrassed, and I patted his belly in comfort.

“I know, bud,” I said with a deep sigh. “I’ll try and fix you up, okay? With everything I’ve got.”

The pup remained motionless as I started to move around the kitchen and gathered all of the supplies I needed. I grabbed the bottle of vodka I kept under the sink, as well as the first aid box. Then I went outside and to the shed where I kept the antibiotics for my animals that I would put in the feed if they were sick or I was worried about their health.

Whenever there was an injury like this, though, I’d just call the vet and let them take care of them. We did our best, but we always preferred to have the medical professionals look after the animals when they were injured to something like this extent.

But there were none of those out here. I didn’t need to ask around to know that. I had already gotten a pretty good idea about the capabilities of the people in Mystica, and if magic still existed around here, perhaps that would be this pup’s saving grace.

But, for now, he’d have to take whatever I could do for him and hope that would be enough.

Once I had the antibiotics, I rifled around in my fridge and was glad I’d stocked up on groceries before getting portaled here. I had plenty of fresh meat in there, so I pulled out some ground beef and put it on a small plate. Then I crumbled the antibiotics into the meat and placed it in front of him.

“Eat up, bud,” I said as I gave him a reassuring stroke on his neck. “That’s got some good stuff in it for you.”

It was clear the wolf was struggling, because as he tried to lift his head up to eat, it immediately dropped back onto the dish towel. I sighed and grabbed a small piece of meat with my fingers. Then I pulled his mouth open and slowly pushed it in. Thankfully, he swallowed it straight away with a gulp, so I reached for another piece and started to hand feed him.

“Look at those fangs,” I said as I pulled his mouth open again and saw the big white fangs sticking out beside his baby teeth. “I bet you’ll be scary when you’re all grown, huh?”

The wolf huffed before he swallowed another chunk of meat.

“Good pup,” I said as I fed him the last of the meat and quickly washed my hands in the sink. “I’m gonna need you to trust me a little bit more, okay? This next part… is gonna suck.”

The wolf whined but stayed relaxed against the table in submission. If he didn’t trust me, he would have already made a fuss about it, but knowing he did made my heart swell a little.

I grabbed some cotton pads out of the first aid box and doused them in vodka. Then I let out a long puff of air before I tentatively started to clean his wound. His head jerked up with a snarl before it fell back down, and I stroked his neck in an attempt to reassure him.

It wasn’t long before the cotton pad turned red, and I had to use another to fully clean the wound, which was still bleeding. The chicken wire had dug deep into his skin, and I did my best to clean it with the alcohol without hurting him too much. I didn’t have a suture kit, so the best I could do right now was wrap it for him.

Once the wound was clean, I pressed a piece of gauze to the wound and started to wrap bandages around it. I tied it tightly around his little leg, and I made sure there was enough pressure on it to stop the bleeding.

The pup was half-falling asleep by the time I was done, and his blue eyes were hooded as his breathing turned shallow. I guess the injury had taxed him, but when I sighed and stroked his flat ears, his eyes closed in relaxation.

“You’re gonna be alright, pup,” I said in a hushed voice. “You just gotta pull through the night.”

He huffed again before he closed his eyes, and his breathing evened out as he fell into sleep. I gently picked up the pup and laid him on an old rug in the corner, then grabbed one of the knitted blankets thrown over the back of one of my couches and draped it over his little body.

I was already planning on going to the inn tonight, just like Ellyn had asked, but maybe someone there might have some better idea of how to help this little guy. While their knowledge of medicine and science might not be as advanced as what it is in my world, maybe there was some sort of herb that grew out here that they used to treat things like this.

At this point, I’d take anything, because I’d already exhausted everything I knew and had to help this little guy, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough.

So, with one last look at the sleeping wolf, I flicked off the light and left the house. I made sure to shut and lock the door behind me. Part of it was so if goblins or bandits came along, they wouldn’t be able to get inside the house easily, but the other part of it was that I was still unsure about having a wolf this close to my livestock. He seemed weak and docile now, but it was still a risk I didn’t want to take.

I slipped my keys into my pockets and started heading down the trail toward the town. I didn’t bother taking my Ruger with me. It was still locked up in my side by side, and I didn’t really wanna take that to the inn when the whole reason for going was to try and unwind.

But I had my Glock on me, and a 10mm bullet would be more than enough to protect myself out here.

The sky was a lot darker now, and the town was illuminated in the distance by soft orange lantern light. As I drew closer, I spotted guards posted around the outside of the town. Wilbur was among them, and the stout dwarf offered me a friendly wave as I approached.

“Here for a pint?” he asked as I approached.

“I guess so,” I said as I shoved my hands into my pockets. “Is it busy?”

“It’s always busy at this time of night, Noah.” Wilbur chuckled deeply. “It’ll be good to take a load off. And the Frostfyre Inn is the perfect place to do just that.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said with a grin as I started to walk into the town. “See you later, Wilbur!”

“Have fun, kid!” the dwarf called out to me before he focused on the dark road ahead of him.

I headed down the cobbled street and drank in the cool night air. It was completely black now, and bright white stars sprinkled the dark canopy and helped illuminate the ground. The moon looked bigger than it did on Earth. The pearly rock was a half-moon tonight, but even that looked significantly larger than anything I’d ever seen back home.

It was incredible, and I couldn’t help but watch it as I walked toward the Frostfyre Inn.

The rabble from inside echoed down the street as I got closer, and I could see the warm firelight shining out through the windows and underneath the door. I couldn’t help the smile on my face as I approached, and I felt a sense of familiarity inside of myself.

This place was a hub of life and merriment, and it was one I wanted to become even more familiar with.

I opened the door while still grinning, and I was met with a packed inn filled with patrons drinking to their hearts’ content. Almost every table was full, and everyone had a flagon in their hands. Some played cards, while others listened to the band plucking a joyful tune on a small raised wooden platform at the back of the inn. There were a few tables where one orc or elf was telling a story, and the men and women gathered around listening like their lives depended on it.

There was such a great vibe in here that it was hard not to smile, and there were a few patrons of varying races that I recognized from this morning. Their fear and suspicion were replaced by looks of glee as they turned to face me, and a few of them even raised their tankards up in the air.

“The man of the hour!” a halfling called out, and the men around him all cheered in response.

I smiled bashfully as I headed to the bar and took a seat on one of the free stools. Bathilda came over with a tankard and placed it in front of me with a smile.

“And why am I the man of the hour?” I asked the elderly barkeep.

“We got word about the crops you’re gonna be selling to us,” she said. “Wilbur’s not stopped talking about that apple. The rest of us are looking forward to seeing what else you’ve got up there.”

“Is that so?” I asked before I looked down at the drink in front of me. “I, uh, don’t have any money yet.”

“On the house,” the gray-haired woman said with a wink. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you,” I said with a polite nod. “That’s… very kind of you.”

“Might as well butter you up now, I might get an extra juicy piece of fruit out of it,” the human joked.

“Oh, I see, so this is bribery,” I played along as I lifted the tankard to my lips. “Nice to know this is how you play, Bathilda.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet, Noah from The States,” she teased with a wink. “Enjoy your ale. And enjoy your night.”

“Thanks, Bathilda,” I said as I took a swig and fought back a wince at the taste.

It was strong, and it was definitely homemade, that’s for sure. It was thick as it slid down my throat, and it felt like I was drinking soup rather than ale.

But a drink was a drink. And a free one, at that.

I had a few patrons tap me on the shoulder as they passed me, and I greeted them all with a gracious smile. Word must have really gotten around about my produce, because I’d gone from being feared to being adored in a matter of hours.

After a few minutes of sipping on my ale and relishing in the attention being on me, I realized I hadn’t seen Ellyn yet. I whipped around on the stool and scanned the busy interior, but the pretty elf wasn’t sitting at any of the tables.

Just as I was about to get up and try and get a better look, the door to the inn creaked open, and Ellyn poked her head inside with a shy smile.

She was wearing a white blouse and a beautiful light blue dress over it. It was cinched at her waist and showed off her impressive figure, given how most of this town was starving.

“Ellyn!” I shouted over the bustle of the crowd.

Her head shot over to me, and her face immediately lit up. She raised her hand to wave at me, only for a half-elf woman to grab it and start tugging her toward the stage.

The half-elf had long brown hair that was partially pulled back from her face, and she wore a long brown skirt and white blouse. Ellyn seemed to know her, because she giggled as she was pulled along.

“Come on, Miss Arakiin,” the half-elf said in a chipper tone. “It’s about time you got up there again.”

Ellyn sent me an apologetic look over her shoulder before she was pushed up onto the stage by the other woman, and the blonde immediately found her place in between the violinist and the lute player.

I watched in awe as the band started to play a more upbeat tune, and Ellyn began to sing along. My jaw literally dropped as her soft voice filled the inn and quieted every single person inside. They turned their attention to the stage, and once they saw it was Ellyn, they cheered.

Boots stomped against the ground in time with the music, and some of the patrons sang along to the song. Part of me wished I knew the words so I could join in, because everyone seemed to be having a hell of a lot of fun. Some serving girls started dancing together, and they looped their arms through each other as they twirled in a circle.

I leaned back against the bar and enjoyed the show as Ellyn kept on singing. Her voice was like silk, and I’d never heard anything that could come close to how otherworldly she sounded.

But that was just Ellyn entirely.

Nothing could compare to her.

In this world or mine.

Once the song ended, the entire inn burst into a huge chorus of cheers, shouts, and applause. I put my ale back on the bar and clapped loudly, and I cupped my hands over my mouth as I hollered.

Ellyn smiled shyly before she pinched the ends of her blue dress and curtsied. The friend who had pulled her up helped her down with a smile and gave her a proud thumbs up before she let the blonde skip over to me.

Ellyn’s cheeks were flushed, and she was slightly out of breath as she practically ran into my arms with a giggle.

“Gods, I was not expecting that when I walked in,” she said as she steadied herself on my forearms before she pulled away.

“You were great!” I said enthusiastically. “Ellyn, your voice is incredible.”

“You really think so?” the pale-haired elf asked with a bashful grin.

“Yeah,” I said like it was obvious. “I’ve never heard anyone with a voice like yours, even in my world.”

“Well, that is a pretty amazing compliment,” she said and tucked a lock of her hair behind her pointed ear. “Thank you, Noah. I was a little bit embarrassed about singing in front of you, if I’m being honest.”

“How come?” I asked as I pulled the barstool next to me closer with my foot and gestured for her to sit down.

“You’re new, I guess,” she said before she sat down next to me. “I’ve been singing to these people for years. Every so often, there’s an adventurer or a traveler who strayed too far off the main road, but it’s never anyone like you.”

“Like me?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

“Well… maybe I care more about what you think than random travelers who can’t tell the difference between their left foot and their right,” the elf admitted with a casual shrug, but I noticed she avoided my gaze.

“Well, you have nothing to worry about,” I said as I reached across and grabbed her hand. “Because I thought you were great.”

Ellyn looked down at our hands and smiled softly. She squeezed my fingers tightly as her light blue eyes met mine, and I felt the breath get knocked out of my lungs.

“Charmer,” she teased as she fought back a smile.

“I try,” I teased back. “You said you’ve been singing in here for years? How come?”

“My mother,” the farmhand hummed. “She passed away when I was twelve, but she used to sing with the locals in here every night. That was how she met my father.”

“No way.” I whistled in disbelief. “Sounds like something out of a movie.”

“What’s a ‘movie?’” Ellyn asked and tilted her head to one side.

“Uhh, I mean, it sounds really romantic,” I reworded it, although that didn’t sound too much better.

I forgot she wasn’t from Earth.

“So, movie means romantic?” Ellyn asked with a frown.

“Uhh, kinda. A movie’s like a story that’s shown to you inside something called a TV. You watch it happen in front of you inside a black box.”

“And that’s not magic?” she asked in surprise.

“No,” I chuckled. “Although, I guess I can see why it sounds like that.”

“Your world is strange,” the pale elf giggled. “I would like to see a movie.’”

“Well, I have some DVDs back at my place,” I said with a shrug. “You’re more than welcome to come over and watch one with me some time. If the TV works, I suppose.”

“Such strange names,” Ellyn mumbled. “But I’d like that. I’d like that a lot.”

“So would I,” I replied with a breathless chuckle. “It’s a date.”

“Date?” Ellyn frowned again in confusion.

“Don’t worry about it,” I dismissed with a grin. “So, is every night like this in this place?”

“Pretty much,” the elf said as she looked around. “This is the best time of most people’s days. In here, we can forget about all of the other stuff we have to deal with. For a little while, at least.”

“It really seems like this place does you guys some good,” I commented as I looked around at all of the happy, grinning faces.

“It does.” Ellyn sighed happily. “If we didn’t have this… well, I’d dread to think about what Gladewood would be like without it.”

A small silence settled between us before Ellyn perked up and pulled me off my chair alongside her.

“Come on, you should meet some of my friends!” she said excitedly. “They’re probably dying to meet you after they heard about your farm!”

I spluttered out a laugh as Ellyn started pulling me through the crowd over to a table in the far corner. I recognized the half-elf from earlier who had put her on the stage, as well as a few other elves and halflings who were sipping on flagons of ale.

“Noah, this is Hattie.” She pointed to the brown-haired half-elf. “Adam, Loryn, Chestnut, and Peony.”

I waved at her friends with a bashful grin before I let out a sound of surprise as Ellyn tugged me into a seat next to Peony.

“Nice to meet you all,” I said.

“Oh, we’ve heard plenty about you,” Hattie said. “You’re the one who’s gonna fill our bellies up.”

“Hopefully.” I cracked a wry grin. “The harvest isn’t ready just yet.”

“Not all of it,” Ellyn added. “But there’s still some things Noah’s going to sort out for us.”

“So, you really are our savior who dropped out of the sky,” Chestnut, a redheaded male halfling, said through a mouthful of stale bread. “Lucky us.”

“Lucky indeed,” Ellyn said as she rested her hand on my shoulder. “Noah’s going to change all of our lives.”

I couldn’t help but feel a bit of pride at her words. She was right. If I could get these people a steady supply of food, their lives really would be changed, and for the better.

Chestnut and Ellyn started bickering between each other about how he didn’t mean it to sound rude, and how he always had to put a damper on things. But I wasn’t really listening. I couldn’t take my eyes away from Ellyn’s face, even as she scowled and pointed a finger at her friend in playful defense of me.

We spent the rest of the night at their table, after Ellyn and Chestnut had calmed down and called it quits. They had each taken it in turns telling incredible stories about things they’d heard from travelers over the years, or things passed down from their parents.

It was kinda insane hearing epic ballads and chivalric tales without them being entirely fictional. The things they spoke about happened, or at least, to some extent, like people fighting dragons in far-off lands, or taking on a horde of trolls. Those things were real life over here, and it absolutely amazed me.

Unfortunately, the exhaustion I’d felt back on the farm was starting to really creep back up on me. I figured the adrenaline from saving the wolf pup must have stunned it out of me, but now, it was back with a vengeance.

I realized I’d yet to ask anyone about if they could help me try and save the little guy, but everyone had already started to file out, back to their home as Bathilda called last orders.

Ellyn’s friends all said their goodbyes before they shuffled out with the rest of the crowd, and I was left with just Ellyn at my side.

“Did you have fun tonight?” she asked with a hopeful gleam in her eyes.

“I did.” I nodded with a soft smile. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Of course!” the elf said as she stood up and offered me her hand. “You should come here when you can. I don’t want you overworking yourself up there.”

“I’ll try,” I said. “Hey, there’s something I wanted to ask you. I probably should have done it at the start of the night, but I guess it slipped my mind.”

“What’s wrong?” Ellyn frowned and gripped my arm. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, it’s just… a wolf pup tried to get into my farm earlier. He got his leg caught in some chicken wire. I’ve given him some medicine and cleaned his wound, but I was wondering if there were any special herbs you guys might have to help with those kinda things.”

“You took in a wolf pup?” the blonde elf asked with wide eyes.

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “He got hurt, and it was my fault.”

“That’s… unusually kind,” she said softly. “Most people here would just put it out of its misery rather than run the risk of it bringing its pack to the livestock.”

“By people, do you mean your dad?” I asked with a knowing grin.

“Yeah,” Ellyn scoffed. “I mean my dad.”

“Well, I’m not planning on killing the little guy, in fact, I’m trying to do the opposite,” I said. “Do you have anything that could help him?”

“I can help you heal him,” she said with a determined nod. “Take me to him. I’ll know what to do.”

I was taken aback by her confidence, but that was definitely something I needed right now. I felt like a fish out of water when it came down to nursing animals like this, and I needed a helping hand from someone who had more of an idea of what they were doing.

“Alright, then,” I said with a relieved sigh. “Let’s get out of here.”

I waved goodbye to Bathilda as we passed her, and we both stepped out into the cool night air. The moon was high in the sky now, and the stars seemed to glow extra bright.

I took a moment to admire the celestial canvas before I felt a soft tug on my arm, and I looked down to see Ellyn smiling up at me softly.

“You don’t have stars where you’re from?” she asked with an innocent tilt of her head.

“No, I do, but none as pretty as that,” I said as I looked back up at the sky. “And your moon is a lot bigger here.”

“Really?” she asked as she leaned into me a little and looked up, too. “How peculiar. So, it’s just little things that are different?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I chuckled. “A lot of things are different here. But… we have a good amount of similarities.”

“I suppose that’s quite comforting,” Ellyn hummed. “To know there are still some pieces of your world here.”

I suppose it was kinda comforting, in a way. I hadn’t been thrown into a world where everyone was made out of lava and only spoke gibberish. Or dropped in the middle of a scorching-hot desert where the sand was made of nails and the sky was always red. There were a lot of things that reminded me of home. And I took some comfort in that.

“Come on, I’ve left the little guy for way too long already,” I said as I snapped myself out of my trance and started leading the way down the street.

Ellyn kept her hand on my arm and slowly looped it through. I wasn’t complaining, and having her so close to me made me feel like I had butterflies in my stomach.

“You’re not worried he’ll ransack your farm?” Ellyn asked as we walked together.

“I mean, maybe when he’s up and running again, but right now he seems pretty docile,” I said. “He let me pet him. And when I was trying to help him, it was like he understood.”

“Wolves are very intelligent beasts,” Ellyn confirmed. “But they don’t really socialize with people. They tend to just… well, eat us.”

“Charming,” I snorted.

“It’s the truth!” she protested. “That’s why we have guards posted around at night. For bandits and for wolves.”

“Yeah, that wolf I saw in the woods by my farm this morning really shook me up,” I said with a grimace.

“You mean to tell me you’ve seen two wolves today and still live to tell the tale?” Ellyn gaped in disbelief. “Hells, Noah, you really are different.”

“I think I’m just stupidly lucky,” I chuckled. “But something’s different about the pup. I don’t know, it’s like he just gets me.”

“Well, who am I to tell you any different?” the pale-haired elf asked with a wide grin.

“You know, I’m really enjoying your company, Ellyn,” I admitted as I focused on the cobbled road in front of me. “Like… a lot.”

“I’m enjoying yours, too,” she murmured.

“Back in my world, I didn’t really have that many friends because of how much time farming took up,” I said. “Not to mention I was in the middle of nowhere before all of this.”

“More than how in the middle of nowhere Gladewood Crossing is?” Ellyn asked.

“Yep. Even more.” I nodded.

“Hells, I do not envy you,” she giggled. “What about your parents? Did they not keep you company?”

“No, they… they died a couple of years back.” I cleared my throat. “They left everything to me. And I’ve been running the farm on my own ever since they died.”

“That’s a big burden to bear, Noah,” Ellyn said with a frown. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“Nor do I,” I joked. “I guess I’m never sitting around too long to think about it.”

“Well, you’re not alone anymore,” Ellyn said as she raised her chin up high. “You’ve got me, and every other person in this town who is now completely obsessed with you.”

“Great, that’s just what I needed.” I playfully rolled my eyes.

“I mean it, Noah, you’re not alone now,” the elf said as she squeezed my forearm. “You can’t get rid of me easily.”

And I wouldn’t want to.

Not that I’d ever tell her that.

I smiled down at Ellyn as we started to make the way up the hill and toward my farm. My animals were all still there and perfectly relaxed, and I was glad to know my defenses had done the trick at deterring any beasts.

“You’ve been busy,” Ellyn said, and she eyed the stakes as I opened the gate.

“Took me all day, but I got it done,” I said as I waited for her to walk in so I could close and shut it behind her. “Alden might have gotten into my head.”

“Yeah, he has a habit of doing that,” the blue-eyed elf giggled as she started to walk toward the house.

I jogged over to catch up with her and quickly unlocked the door. I noticed Ellyn watching me in confusion as I put the keys back in my pocket, but I’d explain what they were later if she ever brought it up again.

The door creaked open, and I could see the shadowy bump that was the wolf still laying on the rug in the corner. I flicked on the light, and Ellyn almost fell over from shock as the bulb illuminated the room.

The wolf stirred at the noise, but he could barely even lift his head. I placed my hand on Ellyn’s back in reassurance that electricity wasn’t going to kill her, and I slowly started leading her over to the injured pup.

“Hello, little one,” she cooed as she approached and reached a tentative hand out to stroke his head. “This breed of wolf is very rare, Noah. They usually roam around the Snowy Mountains and don’t venture too close to towns.”

“Then what was he doing all the way out here?” I asked in confusion.

“I have no idea,” Ellyn sighed. “But I doubt his family is anywhere nearby. Poor little guy. He’s truly on his own.”

“Not anymore he’s not,” I said as I shook my head. “Can you help him?”

Ellyn quickly untied the bandage around his leg and looked at the wound with squinted eyes. She gently maneuvered his leg so it was pulled straight and carried on stroking his head to keep him calm.

“I can help him, but I’ll need herbs from the woods,” she said with determination and a fiery look in her eyes. “They’re dangerous at this time of night, though.”

“I’ll protect you,” I said without even thinking. “Let me grab my gun and my flashlight first.”

I rushed out of the house and over to my side by side so I could grab my AR-10 from it. I decided to grab that over my Ruger, purely because this thing could take out a lot more predators a lot quicker. Goblins, bandits, a pack of wolves, things like that would all be torn to shreds in a matter of seconds. So, I hooked the strap over my shoulder and held the big beauty in my hands before I ran over to the shed and grabbed one of the many flashlights I had in there.

“Alright, let’s go get these herbs,” I said as I stuck my head through the door.

Ellyn nodded and leaned down to whisper something into the wolf pup’s ear before she walked over to the door and shut it behind her.

We walked hand in hand toward the woodland surrounding my farm, and I flicked on the flashlight so we could see the ground a little better. My AR was kinda weighing me down a little, and I wanted one free hand to support it.

“Here, you hold this,” I said as I passed it to her. “You know what you’re looking for. And I’ll need both hands for this, in case something creeps up on us.”

Ellyn looked at the black flashlight in wonder before she pointed it at the grassy ground.

“Does it… have stars inside?” she asked innocently.

“No, it’s battery powered,” I chuckled. “It’s electricity.”

“Electricity,” she repeated slowly. “I think they have something like that in Emberstone.”

“Oh, really?” I asked in surprise. “How come you don’t have it out here?”

“We’re poor,” the elf said with a sad smile. “The king doesn’t care for poor people.”

I could tell there wasn’t much love between these people and their king. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was classist bullshit going on out here, and given how run-down this part of Mystica was, it was pretty evident to see there was something going on.

I took the rifle off my shoulder and held it in my hands as we walked around to the woodland. Ellyn kept the flashlight pointed steadily at the ground, and she had a look of determination on her face.

“What are you looking for out here?” I asked. “Maybe I can help?”

“Reifin Root,” she said. “It’s a green plant with pointed leaves. It usually grows next to trees.”

“Green plant, pointed leaves,” I repeated. “Got it.”

We both started prowling the woodland floor for the plant of her description. I saw some of the glittering mushrooms I’d seen this morning, but no green plant with pointed leaves.

I made sure to keep an ear out for any predators that might be lurking nearby, too. I’d hate to run into that wolf from earlier, especially in the dark.

“Any luck?” I whisper-shouted to her.

“Yeah, I think so,” she whispered back as she knelt down on the ground and started plucking an herb out.

“Is that the Reifin Root?” I asked.

“Yeah.” She nodded with a smile. “Yeah, this is it. Okay, all I need now is some Dragon’s Breath.”

“And what does that look like?”

“Green stalk, orange flowers that curl outward,” the elf listed off as she stood up with a handful of the Reifin Root. “They grow near the Reifin Root.”

I scanned the ground before I spotted a hint of orange sticking out among the dark shadows of the forest.

“There.” I pointed toward it. “Dragon’s Breath.”

Ellyn followed my finger and smiled as she saw the plant growing about two meters away from the Reifin Root. She plucked the orange flowers at the top and tucked the flashlight under her armpit so she could hold the two herbs.

“Alright, that’s all I need,” she said. “Let’s go back. I’ll need to make this into a poultice.”

“You’re lucky I have a mortar and pestle for my pepper,” I joked as we started to make our way back.

“That will be perfect!” she said. “Just what I needed.”

Ellyn started to pick up her pace until she was jogging back to the house. It was clear she was eager to help this pup just as much as me, and I knew I’d chosen the right person to ask for help.

I followed her all the way back into the house, and I rested my rifle against one of my armchairs so I could get the mortar and pestle out for her. As soon as I set it down on the table, the elf started breaking the leaves off the Reifin Root and threw the stalks in, too. Then she sprinkled in the flowers from the Dragon’s Breath and started to mush them all together with the pestle.

I watched as it slowly turned into a murky green paste, and once it looked smooth enough, Ellyn scooped up a glob on her finger. Her blue eyes darted to me and then to the weak wolf still laid flat on the old rug.

“You should hold him down and comfort him,” she said. “This will hurt.”

“Alright,” I said as I walked over to the pup and started to stroke his head.

Ellyn took a deep breath before she smoothed the paste over his wound. The pup jerked with a howl at the sudden pain before his head fell back onto the table with a thud. His breathing was becoming more frantic as Ellyn applied more of the poultice.

Then she did something I didn’t expect. She raised two fingers above the wound and closed her eyes. She began muttering something unintelligible under her breath, and before I knew it, warm golden light was pouring out of her fingertips and falling onto the wolf’s wound.

His breathing started to even out as the golden light touched him, and he seemed to calm down tremendously just from that alone, nevermind the poultice.

“Holy shit…” I breathed out as I saw the jagged line where the chicken wire had cut into him slowly start to close. “You can do magic.”

“Only a little,” she said as she kept her eyes closed. “All elves have an innate ability to do magic. Even with the Emberstones destroyed, we were the only race to still hold onto some form of their power.”

“You… You’re incredible,” I whispered.

Ellyn opened her eyes, and she looked at me with flushed cheeks and a soft smile on her face.

The moment she removed her hand, the wolf perked up. His tail started to wag as he stood and paced around the room to test the weight on his leg. He walked like he’d never been hurt at all, and he let out a happy little yelp before he ran over to me and jumped up onto my chest. I laughed as the pup started licking my face profusely, and I tried to push him away to avoid becoming completely sodden.

Before I even got a chance, he was running over to Ellyn and licking her face, too. The elf giggled and scratched his back with a happy smile on her face.

“You’re welcome, little one,” she cooed. “It seems he’s grateful.”

“Yeah, looks that way,” I commented as I wiped the saliva from my chin with the back of my hand.

“Are you gonna keep him?” she asked as she scratched behind his ears.

“I don’t think releasing him into the wild is a good idea, not when his family might not be anywhere near here,” I said.

Plus, the little guy was cute. And I’d always wanted a dog.

“Well, you’re gonna need to name him if you’re keeping him,” Ellyn pointed out as she turned him around to face me. “So… what’s his name?”

I looked down at the pup and tilted my head to one side in thought. The wolf copied my actions and tilted his head to the side, too, and I couldn’t help the chuckle that rumbled up from my chest.

He smiled at the sound, and I could see his sharp white fangs poking out.

“Fang,” I said without second-guessing it. “I’m gonna call him Fang.”

“That’s a little on the nose,” Ellyn laughed. “But… Fang… I like it.”

“It suits him,” I said as I smiled down at the pup and beckoned him over to me with my hand. “Isn’t that right, Fang?”

The pup yipped and licked at my hand in response.

“See?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Alright, alright, Fang it is,” the pale-haired elf drawled. “I’m glad I could help heal him.”

“So am I,” I said softly. “Thank you, Ellyn. You saved him.”

“It was my pleasure,” she said with a happy sigh. “But… I should probably be getting back. It’s getting late.”

I felt my heart lurch at the thought of her walking back at this hour. Who knows what was lurking out there waiting to snatch her up? I could always walk her back, but I had a perfectly good guest bedroom right here that she could sleep in. Not to mention, the day’s events had really worn me out, and trekking through unknown fields didn’t sound too appealing right now.

“Ellyn, it’s way too late for you to walk back now,” I said.

I was bucking up the courage to ask her without it sounding too awkward or too desperate. It wasn’t like I had some ulterior motive, or anything, but it had still been some time since I’d asked a girl to spend the night.

“What else do you suggest?” she asked with a cute giggle.

“Well…” I trailed off. “You could always just… spend the night here?”


Chapter Six

Ellyn’s blue eyes widened in surprise at my proposal, but I kept a straight face, if only to save myself from completely chickening out.

“You… You want me to stay?” she whispered.

“Only if you want to, there’s no pressure.” I shrugged. “I just thought, since it’s so late, you shouldn’t be walking back in the dark. I’m not exactly familiar with this land, but I’m sure there’s plenty out there you don’t want to come in contact with.”

I could have offered to drive her back in my side by side, but I didn’t want to completely freak her out by showing her something like that. I was enjoying getting to know her, and I’d rather not send her running for the hills when I started up the engine and scared the life out of her.

Plus, there was a selfish part of me that wanted her to stay here, so I didn’t bother mentioning it.

“I… I don’t know how well my father would take it,” the elf said with a frown. “He’d probably be up all night worried sick.”

Suddenly, a growling noise echoed from somewhere far away, followed by a succession of howls. I had no idea what made the growling noise, but I did not wanna find out. Especially when Ellyn’s eyes widened and her back straightened.

I immediately rushed to the door and locked it.

“On second thought, maybe staying wouldn’t be so bad of an idea,” she said with a nervous laugh.

“Yeah,” I said breathlessly. “I’ll show you to the guest bedroom.”

“Okay.” Ellyn nodded with a soft smile.

“Fang, let’s move you to somewhere more comfortable,” I said as I approached the pup and carefully picked him up in my arms.

He licked at my stubbled chin as I walked him over to the couch and placed him down on one of my mom’s old pillows. Then I grabbed another knitted blanket and draped it over him before I patted his head one last time.

“Don’t eat anything, okay?” I asked.

The pup licked at my face again, and I chuckled as I pulled away and started to lead Ellyn down the hallway to the guest bedroom.

“Your house is amazing,” the blonde said as we walked down the hall, which was filled with pictures of my family hanging on the walls. “These drawings look so lifelike.”

“That’s because they’re not drawings,” I said. “They’re pictures.”

“Pictures are drawings, aren’t they?” Her brow furrowed in confusion.

“Well, maybe in the way you’re thinking, but those were taken by something called a camera,” I explained. “They snap something in real life, like you and me walking down this hall, and then it prints onto a piece of paper to create the picture.”

“How peculiar,” Ellyn murmured. “You have so many of them.”

“It’s a good way to keep memories alive, I guess,” I said as I paused in front of one that was taken when I was eight years old.

I was sitting on my dad’s old tractor with his brown cowboy hat on. I was right on the hood, and the hat was basically covering half of my face because of how big it was. My dad was leaning against the tire with a huge grin on his face, and I could practically hear my mom directing him on how he should pose through the picture.

“Who’s that man?” Ellyn asked as she stopped beside me.

“That’s my dad,” I said softly. “And that’s me up there on his tractor.”

“Tractor…” the pale-haired elf trailed off. “What does it do?”

“Do you guys use horse plows?” I asked.

“Yes, some farmers do.” Ellyn nodded.

“Well, imagine what they do, but without horses pulling it,” I tried to explain to her. “A tractor can plow, till, plant seeds, water crops and transport them.”

“Hells,” Ellyn mumbled with an impressed expression. “That is a lot.”

“Yep,” I chuckled. “Working a farm this big without it would be basically impossible.”

“I’m not surprised,” Ellyn agreed. “Your world really is quite remarkable in comparison to ours.”

“I don’t know, your world has its charms,” I said as I started to lead her further down the hall.

“Like what?” Ellyn asked and raised an eyebrow at my statement.

“It has you in it,” I said simply, and I watched as her cheeks started to turn pink.

The elf didn’t have a response to that, and I tried to hide my smirk as I opened up the guest bedroom for her.

It was a simple room with a single bed and a chest of drawers. It had an en suite, which was just a shower, toilet, and a sink, and it had a little vanity in the corner.

Ellyn’s eyes trailed over the room in wonder as she stepped in, and I couldn’t help but find it unbearably cute.

“This is your guest room?” she asked.

“Yep.” I nodded and shoved my hands in my pockets as I looked around. “It’s kinda small, but it does the trick, I guess.”

“I’m still baffled at the fact you have more than one room,” Ellyn giggled. “Father and I sleep in the same room as the kitchen.”

“Seriously?” I asked in surprise. “What about your toilet?”

“We have an outhouse,” Ellyn said with a shrug.

“Oh, Ellyn, you are gonna love this,” I said as I grabbed her hand and led her to the en suite.

I pushed open the door and gestured for her to step inside, and the elf frowned as she looked around.

“What is this?” she asked.

“The bathroom,” I said. “There’s my toilet. And trust me, it’s much better than an outhouse because…”

I reached forward and pulled the flush chain. The sudden loud noise made Ellyn jump back against my chest, and I put my hand on her arm in reassurance with a soft smile on my face.

“Where did it go?” the elf asked as she slowly leaned forward to look in the toilet.

“To my septic tank out back,” I said. “No need to empty it out or whatever it is you guys do.”

“Wow,” she whispered with wide eyes. “And what’s this?”

The blonde pulled back the curtain on the shower and tilted her head to the side.

“That’s a shower,” I said as I reached over and turned it on. “It runs hot water so you can wash yourself. You’re more than welcome to have one. There’s a spare towel there to dry yourself, and I’ll grab you some spare clothes.”

“Hot water,” she breathed as she reached her hand under it and gasped as it hit her palm. “Hells below, Noah, this is incredible!”

“Right?” I asked with a chuckle. “After you use the toilet, you can wash your hands in this sink with some soap. It stops germs from spreading.”

Ellyn raised an eyebrow in confusion, and I sighed. Of course she didn’t know what germs were.

“It stops diseases,” I said to make it more simple.

“Oh.” She nodded slowly with a furrowed brow.

No doubt this was all a lot for her to take in. I was showing her an entirely new world that she’d never seen before, and it was all at once. I suppose the equivalent would be if I went back in time to the Middle Ages, or something, and suddenly showed them all of our technological advancements out of nowhere.

“Are you gonna be alright if I leave you to it?” I asked and put my hand on her arm. “I know this is probably a lot to take in all at once, but…”

“I’ll be okay,” she said with a firmer nod. “Thank you, Noah.”

“You’re more than welcome, Ellyn,” I said as I squeezed her arm in reassurance. “I’ll leave some clothes out on the bed for you. And if you want to turn the water off, you just need to twist that metal thing to the right.”

“Got it,” the elf said. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” I replied and started to head out of the room.

“Oh, wait!” Ellyn called out and rushed over to me.

Her warm hand pulled on my arm so that I’d turn to face her, and my breath hitched in my throat as she leaned up and pressed a kiss to my cheek. She looked up at me through her eyelashes as she moved back down, and it was like my heart stopped in my chest.

“Sweet dreams, Noah,” she whispered before she let go of my arm.

“Yeah,” I said breathlessly. “Sweet dreams.”

I forced myself to leave before I could make a complete fool out of myself. I heard Ellyn giggle to herself as I left, and I could feel my cheeks burning as I went into my own room and pulled out some pajamas for her.

I picked out one of my old band tees that I didn’t really wear anymore, and some red-checkered pajama bottoms that had an elastic tie around the waist. There was no doubt in my mind these were gonna swamp her, but it was better than her sleeping in her dress, so I headed back to the guest room and left them folded on the bed for her.

I could hear the elf humming to herself in the shower, and the biggest grin settled on my face, but I left her to enjoy the experience and started to head back to my own room. Fang was fast asleep on the couch as I passed the living room, so I walked extra quietly back to my room.

Once I was inside, I gently shut the door and started to change out of my clothes. It felt like my limbs weighed a ton, and the exhaustion from today was finally catching up to me. I moved at a snail’s pace as I pulled on some black pajama bottoms and a random shirt, and I crawled into my double bed like I was on death’s door.

As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out like a light. I definitely needed rest, but I had no idea I was that exhausted. It was only when the sun started shining in through the window the next morning that I started to stir.

My stomach grumbled almost immediately after I opened my eyes, and I realized I hadn’t actually eaten anything since the day before. The adrenaline from yesterday must have numbed me to the hunger, because usually I was ravenous come midday.

There was no way I could go any longer without having something in my stomach, so I peeled myself out of bed and trudged my way to the kitchen.

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and yawned loudly as I opened the fridge and squinted to see what I had left in there. It was pretty well stocked, but there was only one thing I wanted right now.

Bacon.

I pulled out the pack of bacon that was open as well as a carton of eggs. Then I put them on the counter and pulled a pan from one of the hooks hanging above the sink.

I heard a low whine from the couch, and I turned to see Fang sitting up and looking at me with a tilted head. I chuckled and quickly turned on the stove, and I placed the pan on it before I shuffled over to the little wolf pup.

“Hey, buddy,” I said with a sleepy grin. “You’re looking better.”

Fang wagged his tail happily and stuck his tongue out, and it almost looked like he was smiling at me. He really did look better. His wounded leg was completely healed, and all that was left was a small scar under his white fur. It was still stained from his blood and the poultice, and I’d probably need to give him a good wash at some point anyway, but other than that, it was like he’d never been hurt at all.

I scratched behind his ears one last time before I walked back over to the kitchen and washed my hands with soap in the sink. Fang watched me with a curious head tilt as I started putting the bacon in the pan and cracked a few eggs beside the slices.

No doubt Ellyn had never had bacon like this, and I bet she would love what I was about to cook up for her. I wondered if she’d slept well on a proper mattress, and if she’d enjoyed having a shower for the first time in her life. I couldn’t even imagine what it was like to suddenly be introduced to these things, but she seemed to be taking them on pretty well.

Needless to say, I was glad I was the one coming from a modern world.

The smell of the sizzling bacon made me sigh, and my knees wobbled a little from the sudden hunger pang. I pulled out a jar of chives from the wooden shelf I used for herbs and spices and sprinkled them on top of the crisping meat, but I kept some plain for Fang. The smell of the chives merging with the meaty smell almost made me drool. Adding chives was one of my mom’s favorite things to do. She’d put them on just about anything, because apparently, adding chives just made it better.

And quite frankly, I had to agree. Even if it was a bit biased.

A few minutes later, I heard the guest bedroom door creak open, and I looked over my shoulder to see Ellyn sleepily shuffling into the kitchen.

She looked incredibly cute, with her pale blonde hair slightly messy and frazzled, and my shirt hanging down to her knees. It completely swamped her body, and the neckline hung over her shoulder and exposed the bare skin.

I couldn’t lie, seeing her in my clothes really did something to me.

“What is that smell?” she practically moaned as she walked over and leaned against me.

“Bacon and eggs,” I said with a grin as I showed her the pan.

“You’re not cooking it over a fire?” She frowned and blinked up at me with sleepy eyes.

“No, I’m using my electric oven,” I said. “It’s a lot easier than cooking it over a fire.”

“Huh,” Ellyn hummed in surprise. “How come it doesn’t smell like normal bacon?”

“I added chives, too,” I said. “It’s my mom’s secret ingredient.”

“It smells amazing,” she moaned again, and I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up from the sound.

“Sit down,” I said. “I’ll plate it up for you when it’s ready.”

“You sure I can’t help?” the elf asked sweetly as she wiped her eyes.

“Yep, I’m sure,” I said. “Go on, sit down. I’ll be your own personal chef.”

“I’m honored,” Ellyn giggled as she put her hand to her chest. “How’s Fang?”

“See for yourself,” I said as I flipped over the bacon in the pan. “The little guy seems like a whole different wolf.”

I looked to my right and saw Ellyn reach out and pet the pup, who wagged his tail in agreement. She gently lowered herself onto the couch next to him, and he climbed onto her lap and nestled into a little ball.

Ellyn giggled and started petting him like he was a cat.

“He’s so calm,” she said in awe. “You wouldn’t think he was a wild wolf at all.”

“I know, right?” I said in agreement. “Maybe he really needed some company.”

“Enough to go against his nature?” Ellyn asked. “You must have been really lonely, huh, Fang?”

The wolf let out a little whine and nestled further into her touch, and I smiled softly at the two of them.

It was weird. It almost felt like we were some strange paranormal family.

If I’d told anyone from my world that I had an elf and a wolf sitting in my living room while I was cooking them breakfast, or the fact I strangely felt like this was normal, they would have called me a complete lunatic. But it didn’t change the fact that this felt weirdly… nice.

I turned back to the food in the pan, if only to make sure I wasn’t gonna completely burn it and turn it into coal.

“How do you like your eggs?” I called over to Ellyn.

“Uhhh, cooked?” she replied in an uncertain tone.

“No, I mean cooked which way? Sunny side up? Over easy? Well done?” I reeled off.

“Noah, I have no idea what any of that means,” Ellyn replied before she burst into laughter.

“Yeah, fair enough,” I chuckled. “Do you trust me to take it into my own hands?”

“Absolutely,” the pale-haired elf said with another giggle.

“Alright, sunny side up it is,” I mumbled to myself.

A peaceful silence settled in the kitchen. Other than the sound of the meat and eggs cooking, there was nothing. It was weird to think about how calm everything had been so far. As far as being portaled to a fantasy world went, I was pretty surprised this was how I was starting my morning rather than fighting off dragons or something.

But then the silence was broken by the familiar sound of a famous news anchor from my world. I took the pan off the stove and turned around to see that Ellyn had picked up the TV remote and was curiously pressing at the buttons, and now the news was playing like it normally would. I knew it wasn’t just an old rerun, because it had today’s date in the corner. The time was eight in the morning, and they were talking about some random bullshit I never really paid any attention to.

How the hell was I getting signal out here? That didn’t make sense.

Then again, the TV still working wasn’t as crazy as me and my four-hundred acres being completely transported to a new world.

Ellyn had a look of awe on her face, and her mouth hung open as she pressed another button and the channel switched over to a rerun of a Friends episode. Ellyn gasped and clicked the button again, and when it switched to a music channel, I could see the bright colors of the video reflecting in her wide blue eyes.

“What… What is this?” she whispered as she reluctantly pulled her eyes away from the TV and turned to me.

Even Fang looked intrigued, and his head was tilting from side to side with every beat of the music.

“That’s the TV I was telling you about,” I said. “How it’s playing actual satellite television is beyond me.”

By the looks of it, it was picking up every channel on there. And if it was doing that, maybe there was a way I could contact someone. I had no idea how to figure that out, as well as no idea about who I’d actually contact, but there was a possibility there that might be worth exploring at some point.

“And this definitely isn’t magic?” the elf asked. “You’re sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” I said with a soft chuckle. “Although, I’m kinda stumped at how the hell it’s picking up the channels in this world.”

“You watch moo-veez on this?” Ellyn asked and frowned as she tried to remember the word.

“Yeah, we watch movies on this,” I said and made sure to enunciate the word clearly.

“Wow…” she trailed off as her eyes flicked back to the screen. “We don’t have anything like this here. And if anyone did, it would be the wizards in Old Acre Forest.”

“I doubt even they have access to something like this,” I snorted. “It’s pretty cool, though, right?”

“Cool,” Ellyn tried to word out on her tongue. “That means good?”

“Yeah, it means good.” I nodded.

“Then yes, it’s very cool,” she said with a wide grin.

“Use the remote and find something you want to watch while I plate up the grub,” I said as I walked over to the cabinet and pulled out two plates. “Press the buttons with the up or down arrow.”

“Okay.” Ellyn nodded and furrowed her brow in concentration as she lifted the remote close to her face and started flicking through the channels.

I chuckled to myself at how cute she was, and it was incredibly endearing watching her get to experience this sort of thing for the first time. I plated up the food quickly so I could go back over and watch her complete awe at something so simple as a TV, and I made sure to give her the runniest egg. I also grabbed a knife and fork and rested them on the plate before I walked over to the couch and sat down next to her.

“Go on, Fang,” I said and flicked my head as a sign for him to get down. “I’ll feed you soon.”

The pup huffed but jumped from Ellyn’s lap and onto the floor. Instead of going somewhere else, though, the wolf just sat in front of us and stared at the two plates of food in my hand.

I sighed as he licked his nose and sat still. Then I put Ellyn’s plate on her lap and set mine down on my lap before I picked up a piece of bacon and held it up in front of Fang.

“Alright, one piece,” I said slowly. “And you can’t bite my hand off when I give it to you, okay?”

The wolf whined and shuffled a little closer with saliva dripping from his chin. I shook my head with a smile and held it up above his head, and he slowly tilted his up to look at it. I still wasn’t entirely sure he wouldn’t just bite my hand off, so I let it drop from a distance and watched as he snatched it up midair and swallowed it in one go.

“Jesus, Fang,” I snorted. “You’re that hungry, too, huh?”

His tongue lolled out, and his tail wagged happily in response.

“Alright, go on, no more now,” I said as sternly as I could. “You gotta wait your turn.”

Fang whined before he trotted off toward the front door and threw himself down on the welcome mat with a huff.

“You’re training him well,” Ellyn commented as she picked up her knife and fork. “I still can’t believe how good he is at listening to you.”

“It’s weird,” I said as I picked up my own knife and fork. “I mean, if he really was feral, he would’ve killed us both and eaten all of our food already.”

“A charming thought,” the elf joked. “But you’re right. He would have.”

“And yet, here we are,” I said with a grin.

“Here we are,” Ellyn repeated and mirrored my grin. “I found something for us to watch.”

I looked over at the TV screen and saw that He-Man was playing. The familiar theme song was playing as the show started, and I couldn’t help but smile to myself as memories of my childhood flooded back to me.

“This is… different to the other things on here,” Ellyn said. “It looks like they’re drawings, but they’re… moving.”

“That’s because they are,” I said as I stuck a piece of bacon into my mouth. “It’s animated.”

“Animated,” she repeated. “I see.”

“This is a really old show where I’m from,” I explained. “I watched it when I was growing up, but animation has gotten a lot better since then. These days, animation is so realistic, it looks like it’s real life.”

“Wow,” the blonde breathed. “What’s that thing?”

Ellyn pointed her knife at Cringer, the green tiger.

“That’s a tiger,” I said. “He-Man turns him into a Battle Cat.”

“With magic?” Ellyn suddenly perked up.

“Yeah, with magic,” I chuckled. “But I take it this magic is a little different from the magic that used to be here.”

“Well, we don’t have tigers here,” the elf said. “And I haven’t heard of a talking skull before, either.”

“Figures,” I snorted. “In my world, we sort of just made this kinda thing up.”

“I suppose that explains why it’s so different,” Ellyn mumbled to herself as she watched the television intently. “But duplication, transformation… those sorts of things… they used to exist in Mystica.”

Ellyn could hardly look away, and I could see the steam from her food slowly disappearing.

“Don’t forget your breakfast,” I reminded her with a soft smile. “You don’t want it to go cold.”

“Oh, right,” the pale-haired elf said before she quickly stabbed her egg with her fork and shoved it into her mouth. “Mm, this is good!”

“Yeah?” I asked with a laugh as some of the yolk dripped out of her mouth. “I can tell.”

I reached up and swiped her chin with my thumb to clean off the yolk.

“Oh.” Ellyn blushed as she realized, and she quickly wiped her chin with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to eating a meal this big, is all.”

“You don’t have to apologize, Ellyn,” I reassured her. “Besides, it’s my fault for giving you a runny yolk.”

“Sure,” the elf said and playfully rolled her eyes. “Or mine for not having any manners.”

“Really, it’s fine,” I said and reached over to squeeze her thigh. “I don’t blame you. My eggs are really damn good.”

Ellyn giggled, and any embarrassment completely disappeared from her face.

“They are.” She nodded with a small smile before she repositioned her knife and fork over a piece of bacon. “But… I will use my manners from now on.”

“Suit yourself,” I said as I scooped up my egg onto my fork and shoved it in whole as well.

“Noah!” the elf protested with a shocked laugh.

“What?” I asked through a mouthful. “I don’t care.”

“Hells below,” Ellyn mumbled to herself with a look of faux-disappointment, but I could tell she was just pulling my leg.

I heard Fang whine from his spot on the mat, and I looked down at my almost-full plate. I sighed and put another piece of bacon into my mouth before I placed the plate onto the floor.

“Alright, buddy, come on,” I called over to him.

He immediately perked up and trotted over. His black nose sniffed at the plate before he looked up at me with wide eyes, like he was asking for reassurance.

“Go ahead.” I nodded. “I know you’re probably still hungry. And you’ve gone without food longer than me.”

Fang hopped up onto my lap and licked at my face three times before he jumped back down and started scarfing down the remaining pieces of bacon.

“Nice,” I said to myself as I wiped the saliva from my face.

“He really was hungry,” Ellyn commented as he chomped down the last piece of bacon and started licking the plate clean.

“Evidently,” I chuckled before I did a double take.

Ellyn was holding a piece of bacon out to me on her fork. I raised my eyebrow, only for her to push it closer to me.

“Eat it,” she said plainly.

“What?” I asked with a huff of laughter.

“You shared with Fang, so I’m sharing with you,” the elf said as if it was obvious.

“Ellyn, I made that for you,” I said with a grin. “You eat it.”

“There’s enough here to feed a small family,” she fired back. “And no doubt you’ve been too busy getting used to being here to actually eat properly.”

“I mean… you might be right on that front,” I mumbled.

“Thought so,” the pale-haired elf hummed in a smug tone. “So, eat.”

The bacon was in my mouth before I could blink, and I begrudgingly started chewing on it.

“You’re a cruel woman, you know,” I joked through a mouthful.

“Oh, so cruel,” Ellyn played a long before she started cutting up a piece on her plate with her knife and fork.

I chuckled to myself and leaned back against the couch as she finished eating her breakfast. But I couldn’t shake the warm feeling in my stomach that wasn’t just from the bacon.

She had given me a piece of hers without me even asking because she didn’t want me to go hungry.

After she was done eating, I grabbed her plate and mine from the floor and put them in the sink to wash up later. I thought about using the dishwasher, but I wanted to be frugal with my water use. I had no idea how often it rained over here, and from what Ellyn had told me about her crops, it had been a dry season.

So, hand-washing it was.

I made my way back over to her on the couch after that, and I sat close enough that our thighs were touching. He-Man was still on, and Ellyn seemed pretty enamored by it, so I leaned back and let her keep watching.

Having her so close to me but not actually touching her was almost killing me. And she looked ridiculously cute with her wide eyes and little smile as she watched the show.

So, I made a pretty bold move in my book. I put my arm around the back of the couch.

Surprisingly, Ellyn shuffled a little closer, and she leaned her weight into me a little. Her head rested on my shoulder, and I could smell the sweet shampoo I kept in the guest bathroom. She was so close, and I felt my heart thumping against my chest.

We stayed like that for at least half the episode, and I felt my body start to relax a little bit more as I got over the adrenaline of making a move and the fact she had cuddled into me.

But then, three harsh knocks on the door sent us both shooting up. I frowned in confusion at who the hell could be knocking at my door. Maybe it was Alden or Wilbur?

But then again, those knocks didn’t sound very friendly.

“Stay here,” I said as I slowly started to walk toward the door.

Fang growled and followed, but I waved my hand for him to stay back.

“It’s alright, bud,” I said. “You’ll know if I need you.”

The pup whined and laid down on the floor, but he watched the door with a careful eye, especially as I unlocked it and slowly opened it.

Any fear or concern was immediately eliminated as I saw the person who had knocked so harshly.

He was an old elven man with a wrinkled face and sunken blue eyes. He had a straw hat that covered the top of his head, and his long gray hair was tied back in a loose ponytail. His bright blue eyes narrowed at me as I took him in, and I mustered up my biggest smile.

“Hi there,” I greeted. “Can I help you?”

“Where’s Ellyn?” he asked bluntly.

“Oh, you must be her father,” I said as I put the pieces together. “Frederik, right?”

He grunted in response and glanced over my shoulder to try and get a look inside.

“She’s inside,” I said and pointed behind me. “She stayed here last night after helping heal my uhhh… pet. It was getting late, so I didn’t want her walking home--”

“Ellyn?” he called into the house and ignored me entirely. “Where are you?”

“I’m coming, Father!” she shouted back before she rushed off to the guest bedroom, probably to get changed.

Frederik grunted again and rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. The elf just stood there, and I awkwardly cleared my throat as I leaned against the door.

“I’m Noah, by the way,” I said with a lopsided smile. “I’m the new farmer.”

My introduction was met with a blank stare, and I scratched at the back of my neck as I felt my face grow hot.

“Go easy on him, Father,” Ellyn said as she briskly made her way over to the door, now dressed in her clothes from last night, and with my clothes bundled in her arms. “Noah was very kind to let me stay here last night rather than send me off into the dark.”

“Kind, hm?” Frederik grunted, and his eyes raked over me. “I should hope his kindness extended to separate beds?”

I almost choked on my spit at his insinuation, and I had to hit my chest with my fist to actually get words out.

“S-She slept in the guest bedroom,” I stuttered as I recovered.

“Look at what you’ve done to him, Father,” Ellyn sighed. “You’ve broken him.”

I let out a shaky laugh at her joke before I finally caught my breath.

“I should really head back,” she said with a pout. “But thank you for letting me stay. And for breakfast.”

“You’re more than welcome,” I said. “And if you ever wanna watch more He-Man, you let me know.”

“We still need to watch a movie,” she added. “So, I’ll hold you to that.”

“I’m counting on it,” I said as I looked down at her with a soft look.

Frederik grumbled to himself and started to walk down the trail. He was clearly fed up with having to hear us, and I was surprised he’d stuck around that long.

I could tell I’d have to prove myself to Ellyn’s father, sooner or later. Especially if I was sticking around and was planning on getting to know her more. Frederik was gonna be a tough nut to crack, but I’d get him to like me, somehow.

Without dropping dead, at least.

“Here’s your clothes,” Ellyn said as she held them out to me. “Thanks again for letting me borrow them.”

“Keep them,” I said. “They look good on you.”

“You’re sure?” she asked in surprise.

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I’ve got plenty.”

“Thanks, Noah,” the pale-haired elf said with a bashful smile.

Her blue eyes flickered over to her father, who still had his back turned to us as he walked down the trail, and she quickly leaned up on her tiptoes and pressed a soft kiss to my stubbled cheek.

“I’ll see you later,” she whispered before she pulled away and started to jog after her father.

I watched her leave with a lovestruck smile on my face and heavy-lidded eyes. The two elves got smaller and smaller as they walked out of my farm, and Ellyn turned back and waved before they started to walk down the hill.

Fang brushed against my leg and snapped me out of my trance, and the little wolf stared up at me with a low whine.

“You wanna go out, bud?” I asked as I leaned down and scratched behind his ears.

Fang barked and wagged his tail in response, and I knew that was exactly what he wanted. I eyed my farm animals who were grazing, and I knew it would be cruel to just leave him in here alone while I did some farmwork.

“Alright,” I sighed. “I’m gonna find you a leash, but you’ve got to promise you won’t try and eat my animals, okay?”

The wolf barked again and ran around in a circle before sitting down politely. I chuckled at how receptive he was, and I walked over to the old drawer in the hallway leading to my bedroom. This thing was filled with random junk that I’d never gotten rid of after my parents died. The whole house was pretty much the same, but I always knew where everything I needed was, and that’s what mattered.

I started rummaging through the drawers until I found an old black leather leash and a matching black collar that we used to use for our family dog. He had died when I was around six, and we’d never gotten one after that. Old Sparky had been my dad’s best friend, and he knew he could never replace him.

But now it was time for me to find my own best friend, and I had a feeling Fang might be able to fill that role pretty quickly.

I walked back to the wolf who was still sitting patiently by the door, and his tongue lolled out as I approached him with the leash and collar. I knelt down in front of him, tentatively wrapped the collar around his neck, and fastened the buckle. Fang didn’t seem bothered at all by the foreign object around him, so I hooked the leash onto the metal loop with a bit more confidence.

“Feel good?” I asked.

Fang wagged his tail, and I took that as a yes. I quickly slipped on my muddy boots, which were by the door, before I started to lead him out of the house. Then I shut the door behind me and led him over to the sheep pen.

This was gonna be his first test at whether or not he could control himself.

The sheep bleated as we got closer, but they seemed relatively unphased, as did Fang. His hackles raised up a little as we got closer, and one of the sheep bleated in his face, but I whistled to get his attention.

“Hey, these guys are friends, not food,” I warned in a stern voice. “You don’t eat them, capiche?”

Fang whined but lowered his head in submission.

“Alright, now I’m gonna let them into their pasture, but you’re gonna stay here,” I said slowly. “Stay.”

The wolf pup huffed and laid down on the ground, and I wrapped the leash around the fence separating us from the sheep. I gave Fang a thumbs up before I hopped over the fence and started wading through the sea of sheep. I gave a few of them a scratch on their freshly sheared backs as I passed them, and they followed me like I was their Messiah as I approached the gate.

“Okay, guys, graze to your hearts’ content!” I declared dramatically as I unlocked it.

The sea of white and pink flew through the gates and immediately started munching on the grass. I guess they were just as hungry as we were this morning. But then again, it didn’t matter how much grass and feed they ate, they were always hungry.

I looked back over at Fang, who was watching the sheep and me with his chin still resting on the ground.

“Good boy!” I called out to him as I locked the gate to the pen and started heading back over to him. “You did good.”

Fang’s white tail wagged behind him, and he waited for me to hop back over the fence before he sat up again. I untied his leash from the fence and bent down to pet his head.

“Alright, buddy, that was your first test,” I said. “Now, I’ve gotta feed the chickens, the pigs, and milk the cows. So, I’m gonna throw you a proverbial bone here and not tie you to the fence. But you’ve gotta promise you’ll be good and stay where I tell you to.”

Fang yipped and ran in a little circle again, and I chuckled at his way of communicating. It blew my mind that he was this receptive, and it was pretty damn evident the wolves here were nothing like the wolves back home.

“Come on then, bud,” I said as I patted my thigh and started walking over to the chicken coop. “Let’s go.”

Fang followed close at my side as we walked over, and I couldn’t help but smile down at the little guy. He looked so happy, with his tongue sticking out and his tail wagging behind him.

Maybe getting portaled to this world wasn’t so bad after all.

And maybe I’d found my Sparky.


Chapter Seven

I finished the rest of my morning chores with Fang at my side, and I was pretty pleased with how docile he was. There wasn’t a single point where I thought he was gonna go for my animals, and by the time I got to milking the cows, I let him sit inside the pasture with me. He laid on the ground with his head lowered, and I knew he was submitting to me, so any worries I had sort of just gradually faded.

After I’d dealt with all of the animals, I headed inside and decided to finally get dressed for the day. Working in my pajamas wasn’t exactly a rarity, and thanks to the lack of rain, I wasn’t muddy at all. But that didn’t mean I didn’t immediately throw my clothes into the clothes hamper as soon as I got into my bedroom.

I picked out a pair of blue jeans, a white tank top, and a dark blue flannel for the day. Then I slipped on my Timberlands and quickly brushed my teeth in my bathroom. I also splashed my face with some water just to help me wake up a little bit more, and I brushed through my hair to tame it.

I wanted to sort some food out for the town today. The thought of them still being starving when all of this was just sitting up here was gonna eat away at me, so I wanted to get that job done as soon as possible.

I still had no idea about the currency of this world, but I knew Alden wouldn’t screw me over. He seemed genuine and like he wanted to help out the people of this town. Plus, any money at this point would be better than none. Sure, I could live off the food on my farm, and I was planning on saving the food from the greenhouse for myself regardless, but this was a good way to start building up a bit of wealth here.

When I went outside, I noticed my sprinklers were going off and that the timer must have still been active. My crops were looking good, and Fang and I hopped into my side by side and took a slow drive around the fields just so I could really make sure everything was growing okay.

The dirt on top seemed normal, and I figured that was because when I got portaled, it just picked up my farm to a certain depth and transported it all here. That’s why the crops were still thriving, because the roots were still embedded into the dirt rather than being cut off.

But I wondered how far that went.

I decided to grab my shovel and literally do some digging near the potato field. Fang followed my every move, and he was panting happily as the sun started to make its gradual ascent into the sky. He watched me with a curious tilt of his head as I plunged my shovel into the dirt and started digging. I didn’t want to use the post hole digger for this, just so I could have a bit more accuracy of where I was digging. I didn’t want to hit a root or anything and ruin one of the crops.

I dug down until I could see the wisps of roots of the closest potato, but then I kept going. Sweat started to pool on my brow, but I pushed on, and I knew it was a good idea for me to do this, because once I’d pulled up dirt from below the root, I saw something shimmering in the sunlight.

I dumped the shovel full of dirt onto the ground next to me and knelt down to inspect it, and I frowned in confusion when I saw small crystals inside of the soil. They were mostly light purple and blue in color, but there were some that were pale green and yellow, too. They looked like shards of quartz and were cut in an almost perfect way, like a jeweler had done it by hand and with precision.

“What the hell…” I trailed off as I inspected the small crystal.

If there were crystals in the dirt, then that could mean it’d be packed with way more minerals. Which would mean stronger crops, and with the way my crops already grew, there was no knowing how much better they’d become with this added benefit.

I dug my hand into the small hole I’d dug and grabbed a handful of dirt. It was tough, coarse, and a lot rougher than the soil on top from my world. Maybe it would need more water for it to absorb into the crops next season after I plowed the field. Figuring out how to treat it would be another story, but for now, the current crops had the topsoil from my world covering them, and that would have to do.

The crystals inside the soil made me hopeful, though. They seemed special or magical to some extent, and I had a feeling the crystals might help in the future.

I shoveled the dirt and the crystals back into the hole I’d dug and flattened it back down. After that, I started to drive back to the barn and grabbed a few crates that I used to pack produce for the transportation vans. Then I stuck them onto the back of my Gator, drove over to the fruit trees, and began handpicking the ripest fruits.

It took me around thirty minutes to find as many as I could that were ready and in perfect condition, and I’d filled up an entire crate of apples, lemons, peaches, and oranges. There were more apples than anything, but I figured the townsfolk would take whatever they could get and not kick up a fuss.

After I’d filled that crate and put it back onto the side by side, I moved on to my drip irrigation fields. My corn and potatoes wouldn’t be ready to harvest for some time yet, so I’d have to start picking out some of the best-looking crops. This was only going to be a taster, I guess, and when it was time to use my tractor to fully harvest these fields, there would be a lot more for them to buy and eat.

I filled the next crate with ripe cucumbers, peppers, and carrots, and once I was happy with how full the crate was, I stacked both of them carefully on top of one another in the back of the Gator.

There was one more thing I needed to do before I left for the town, though. I wanted to find some old drip-irrigation hoses for Ellyn. I could really help her and her father out by introducing them to this kind of technology, and, hopefully, I could get their yield looking better for the next season.

I started really rifling through my barn to find what I needed, and I came across one of the old solar water pumps Dad used to have as a back-up. This would be perfect for getting the water out of their well, especially since Ellyn had told me that the rainfall had been pretty shitty recently. So, I grabbed the pump, the solar panel, and all of its attachments, and I tucked that and a bunch of old garden and irrigation drip hoses into the back of the side by side, too.

There was enough room for me to grab my wheelbarrow and lay it down, too, and I knew I’d be needing that later when we got into town. I didn’t want to take the side by side directly into Gladewood just yet because I didn’t want to freak everyone out, so I could use the wheelbarrow to take the baskets of fruit down the streets without getting too many funny looks.

Fang was right at my heel, and his tail was wagging happily at the thought of leaving the farm with me. I looked down at the leash still attached to his collar and dragging behind him, and I sighed.

“Alright, buddy, this is gonna be another trust exercise,” I said as I knelt down in front of him. “If I take this off, you’ve got to stay right by me, okay? No wandering off, and no attacking anyone.”

Fang lolled his tongue out as he looked at me, and I reached over to unhook it from his collar. Then I shoved the leash into my pocket and stood up with another sigh.

“Please don’t make me regret this,” I mumbled to myself before I hopped into my Gator again.

Fang climbed up onto the seat beside mine and made himself comfortable.

I had to jump out again so I could shut the gate behind me, but then we were off toward town. After we’d driven out of the Mist Woods, I made a right instead of turning into town, and I parked my side by side around the corner so it was mostly out of sight.

Then I pulled my wheelbarrow down and carefully placed the baskets of fruits inside.

The little wolf was more than happy to stretch his legs as he trotted beside me, and it was kinda funny watching the townspeople smile at me only for their faces to fall as they noticed the animal walking at my side.

I chuckled to myself as the passersby on the street started to scramble into their homes. Their intrigue at the vibrant fruits I was carrying was clearly overshadowed by their fear of the baby wolf.

Fang whined as everyone started to move away from him, and his head hung low.

“It’s alright, buddy,” I said to him. “They’ll come to see that you’re not a big bad wolf.”

He whined again, but his tail started swishing side to side at my words.

I couldn’t lie, while I didn’t want them to feel afraid of him, it did feel pretty damn cool having a pet wolf at my side.

Eventually, we made it to the Overseer’s townhouse. For a moment, I thought about how Alden and his men might react to a wolf strolling on in, and I realized it was probably best if I went in alone, but that also meant leaving Fang to his own devices.

Over the course of the morning, we’d built up a real trust, but that was on my farm with my animals. In Gladewood Crossing, there were actual living people here, and I didn’t want to be responsible for them getting hurt.

But when I looked down at the white wolf and he looked back up at me, I knew he wasn’t capable of doing that.

“You stay out here, okay?” I asked. “Sit.”

Fang immediately sat down on the ground outside the building and tilted his head at me.

“I won’t be long,” I said. “But don’t move. Okay, Fang?”

The pup yipped, and I knew that was his way of telling me he understood, so I used my back to push open the door to the townhouse and pulled the wheelbarrow inside with me.

It was a small interior, with a fireplace lighting up the dim room, an oak desk in the center, and a few bookshelves lining the walls. Alden was sitting at his desk, writing with a quill and ink on some old-looking parchment, and he didn’t even look up at me as I entered.

I walked further in and spotted two doors on either wall, and I assumed that was where his men probably were.

I cleared my throat as I approached his desk and let go of the handles of the wheelbarrow.

“Good morning, Overseer Alden,” I said.

The half-orc held up a large green finger and continued to scribble down on the parchment. I tried to hold back a laugh at the awkwardness of the situation, and I stood patiently waiting for him to finish.

Alden eventually put the quill down with a sigh and leaned back in his rickety wooden chair. When he spotted the food in my crates, however, he bolted upright with raised eyebrows.

“Noah, g-good morning,” he said as he cleared his throat. “You brought in some food?”

“I did,” I said. “This is just a little taster before the rest of the crops will be ready to be picked.”

“I see,” Alden hummed. “That looks like more than enough.”

“Awesome,” I said with a nod.

The door on the left suddenly opened, and Wilbur, the dwarf, walked out. Then his beady eyes lit up as he spotted the food in my hands.

“Now, would you look at that?” he said as he came to stand next to Alden’s desk. “You’re a quick one, aren’t you?”

“I keep my promises,” I said with a smirk.

“You know, rather than me buying that off you today… you could always sell some directly to the people?” Alden suggested. “We have a spare market stall you can use.”

“That’s not a bad idea!” Wilbur commented. “Plus, it will give you a chance to meet some more of the folk of Gladewood.”

“It’s not the best stall out there, by any means,” the half-orc added. “It’s rickety and will probably blow away in a harsh wind, but it’ll suffice for now.”

“Alright, I guess I can sell some of these myself.” I shrugged. “So, you don’t want to buy any off me right now?”

“Sell what you’ve got here first,” Alden said with a short nod, as if he’d just come to the decision. “I want the people to know you’re a good farmer, and they can see the face behind the man who’s about to change our lives.”

“You’re sure? I can always go and bring back more,” I offered.

“Tomorrow, perhaps,” he said. “Today, I need you to go out there and show Gladewood Crossing your face. Show them you aren’t just a stranger that fell out of the sky. You’re a person who’s looking to help.”

“You make it sound so easy,” I said with a weak laugh. “I’ve got a feeling some people might not be that easily convinced.”

“You’d be surprised what a little food can do, Noah.” Alden smiled warmly, and the creases by his eyes deepened. “Now, go on, get out there! Wilbur can help you take the food.”

“I will?” the dwarf asked in surprise, only for Alden to send him a sharp, pointed look. “I mean… I will.”

I laughed, hauled up one of the crates, and watched as Wilbur struggled to get a good grip on the other one still in the wheelbarrow. Despite being a stocky guy, I doubt he’d had to lift anything that heavy for a long time.

I led the way outside and whistled for Fang to follow me. The pup was still in the same position I’d left him in, and as soon as I whistled, he was at my heel.

“Hells! What have you got a wolf here for?” Wilbur gasped in shock and almost fell back onto his ass.

“He’s my pet,” I said with a casual shrug. “He won’t bite.”

“Are you sure about that?” Wilbur choked out and warily eyed the white pup.

“I’m sure, Wilbur,” I drawled. “He didn’t eat my sheep this morning, so I don’t think he’s going to try and eat you.”

“‘Think’,” the dwarf scoffed. “That’s reassuring.”

“Alright, I promise,” I corrected myself. “How’s that?”

“It’ll do,” he grumbled, but he still moved around to the other side of me where Fang wasn’t walking.

I shook my head and chuckled as we started to make our way down the cobbled streets and to the front of the line of market stalls. I’d never noticed there was one abandoned stall, but it didn’t look too different from the others. The only difference was it didn’t have baskets or food displayed on it, but that was quickly about to change.

“There you go,” Wilbur said with a grunt as he placed the crate down in front of the rickety stall. “I’m sure these will sell faster than I can run away from that thing.”

He shot another narrowed-eyed look at the wolf beside me.

“That ‘thing’ is called Fang,” I said. “And he’s not gonna hurt you, Wilbur.”

“How in the hells you’ve trained a wolf in a day is beyond me,” he grumbled to himself. “You’re sure you’re not a wizard trying to pull the wool over our eyes?”

“I’m sure,” I said with an amused smile. “This little guy just needed someone to look after him, that’s all.”

“Right,” Wilbur said dryly, and I could tell he wasn’t convinced. “Well, best of luck, Noah from The States.”

“Thanks for your help, Wilbur,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it,” the dwarf said as he waved his hand at me and started walking back to the townhouse.

I chuckled to myself as I started to unpack the various crops and laid some of them out on the main table. I tilted two of the crates and leaned them up against the front of the stall so they could showcase the majority of the fruits, and then I stepped back to see how it looked.

Compared to the other stalls, this one was bursting with color and vibrance. There were no crooked carrots here, and the array was just a taster of what I had to offer to these people.

“Noah!” I heard my name being called from down the street.

I turned my head away from my stall and immediately smiled as I saw Ellyn running over to me.

She had changed into a white blouse and a light pink dress over the top that hugged her figure. It was cut off just below the knee, and she had on big brown boots that were covered in mud.

“Hey!” I greeted her enthusiastically, only to nearly fall over as she threw herself into my arms.

I spluttered out a laugh as I caught my balance and wrapped my arms around her waist.

“It’s good to see you!” she said breathlessly, and she squeezed me tightly before she pulled away.

“You just saw me this morning,” I pointed out with a chuckle.

“I know, but I didn’t know when I’d be seeing you next.” The elf shrugged.

Now that she was up close, I could see small flowers threaded into the braid that wrapped around the side of her head and was tied at the back. Her pale cheeks were flushed with color, and she looked up at me with a wide, innocent smile.

“Well, I guess you’re seeing me now,” I joked before I gestured behind me. “What do you think about my stall?”

“Alden’s letting you sell?” she asked as she looked at it. “I thought he wanted to buy off you and sell to the vendors.”

“He wants me to sell directly today,” I explained. “He thinks it will be a good way to show my face to the people of Gladewood and show them I’m not some weird outcast who dropped outside of their town.”

“I suppose I can see his logic there,” Ellyn giggled, and then she perked up. “I’ll help you!”

“Oh, you really don’t have to--”

“I wasn’t asking, I was telling you that I’m helping,” the elf said plainly and looked at me with a straight face.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with an amused chuckle.

Ellyn immediately cracked a smile and walked around the back of the stall. I followed suit, and Fang remained sitting at the side like a watchdog.

“Okay, so I’d recommend selling carrots at a copper a piece,” she said. “Your fruit should be higher. Since you have more apples, they can be less, so maybe three coppers? But those other two fruits should be more, so maybe four?”

“Got it.” I nodded. “And the cucumbers and peppers?”

“Hmm… I’d say two coppers for the cucumbers and one copper for a pepper?” she suggested. “These people don’t have a lot of money, but they’ll be willing to spend what they have on good food.”

“Then I’ll trust your judgment,” I said before I spotted an elderly woman starting to make her way over to us. “Good morning, ma’am.”

She smiled warmly at me before her gaze fell to Fang. The wolf tilted his head to one side and let out a low whine, as if he was telling her he wasn’t there to hurt her. And that seemed to do the trick, because the elderly woman offered him a warm smile, too.

“How much for your carrots, ser?” she asked in a frail voice.

I looked over at Ellyn for reassurance, and she gave me a light nod.

“That will be a copper a piece, ma’am,” I said politely. “Are you interested?”

“I’ll take four, please,” she said as she stuck her hand into a hand-sewn pocket on her shawl and pulled out four copper coins.

Ellyn handed her the carrots while I took the coins from her outstretched hand.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said. “You’re my first customer.”

“Is that so?” she hummed with a gentle chuckle. “Well, I’m honored.”

“Have a good day, Flora,” Ellyn said. “You take care now.”

“And you too, dear,” the old woman said as she started to hobble back down the street.

“Well done, Noah!” Ellyn complimented me enthusiastically. “Your first customer in Mystica!”

“That didn’t take very long,” I said with a grin.

“Not long at all,” Ellyn replied as she eyed the small crowd of people who had started noticing our stall and were beginning to make their way over. “Are you ready for more?”

“Born ready,” I said before I locked myself into business mode.

The food started selling faster than I could blink, and I thanked God I had Ellyn at my side helping me grab the copper and make sure no one was trying to steal an extra piece or two.

The fear of Fang from each customer gradually dwindled away when they realized he was completely harmless, and I was met with more and more warm smiles as the day went on.

Ellyn had let me borrow her satchel to store the coppers in, and it was slowly getting heavier and heavier.

It wasn’t long before all of my stock had been completely bought out, and the stall was empty, save for the crates and the satchel of coppers that I draped over my shoulder.

“Hey, thank you for helping me today,” I said as I reached for Ellyn’s hand. “I really appreciate it. Being thrown into this world is… a little crazy. But, with you here, it’s not so bad.”

“You’re more than welcome, Noah,” Ellyn said with a soft smile. “Just don’t tell my father. He might think I’ve betrayed the Arakiin name for you.”

I chuckled at her joke and shook my head. Like I needed another reason for Frederik to hate me.

“I want to repay you,” I said as I released her hand and started picking up the crates.

“You don’t have to repay me,” the blonde elf giggled. “Really, it’s my pleasure.”

“Well, I was gonna do this anyway, but now I’ve got a reason to,” I snorted and showed her the hoses inside the crate. “I want to help you set up some irrigation systems to help you water your crops.”

Ellyn blinked at me in surprise, and her mouth dropped open as she tried to form words.

“You… You’d really do that?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Yeah, I would.”

“I… Noah, that’s incredibly kind,” the elf said with something I couldn’t place in her eyes. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Ellyn,” I said. “This is the least I could do.”

“Alright, Dawson.” She nodded and picked up the other crate from the ground. “Let’s go save my father’s farm.”

I ran back into the townhouse and grabbed my wheelbarrow. I grinned as Ellyn started to lead the way out of the town, and I watched her for a moment before I snapped myself out of it and jogged to catch up with her.

Fang bounded over, too, and the three of us started heading for the Arakiin Farm.

The three of us…

Yeah, that sounded nice.


Chapter Eight

Ellyn’s farm wasn’t too far out of town. It was further down the main muddy trail leading out, right by where I’d parked my side by side, and I quickly grabbed the solar panel, pump, and hoses and shoved them in my wheelbarrow before following her. There was an eventual fork in the road, followed by another path that wound up over a hill, and then I could see a small white hut in the distance.

Frederik’s farm was much smaller than mine. I could see the fence bordering the entire property, and there were around three small fields, and I could see a small pen in the far corner that had a handful of thin-looking goats, one cow, and two horses in them.

I spotted the old man as we started to climb up the trail toward the front of the farm. There was a wooden sign above the front entrance that had ‘Arakiin’ painted on it in what was once black paint, but now it had sort of chipped away and started to blur into nothing.

I knew Frederik was glaring at me, even from this distance, and when we got closer to the entrance, he took a few steps toward us.

“You can stop right there!” Frederik called out as he leaned on his pitchfork, and he pointed an accusing finger at the wolf beside me. “You’re not bringing that thing anywhere near this farm!”

“Father, he’s harmless!” Ellyn defended Fang. “Noah’s trained him.”

“It’s a wolf!” Frederik fired back. “And I don’t want it anywhere near our livestock.”

We all stopped outside the borders of his farm, right by the rickety wooden fence that looked like it could blow away in the lightest breeze.

“He really is harmless, Frederik!” I shouted. “You have my word.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass,” the elderly elf said. “He’s not coming in!”

I sighed and looked down at my wolf, who really was just minding his own business. He looked up at me when he felt me staring, and he tilted his head to one side.

“I swear that old man is such a--” Ellyn cut herself off and shook her head. “Come here, Fang. If you’re not allowed to walk in, I’ll carry you.”

Ellyn piled her crate on top of mine, and Fang panted happily as she reached down and pulled the white wolf into her arms. He licked at her chin, and the pale-haired elf giggled.

“Ellyn!” Frederik called out in warning. “You better not bring him in here.”

“He shall remain in my arms, Father,” Ellyn replied back dryly. “Your livestock shall not be in harm’s way. Even though we’ve been trying to tell you they wouldn’t be anyway.”

“I swear to the good gods above,” Frederik huffed with a roll of his eyes. “On your head be it, Ellyn Arakiin.”

“Whatever you say, Father.” The elf sighed dramatically and motioned for me to follow her into the farm.

I hadn’t realized I had just been standing there watching the two of them argue back and forth until she turned back around, and I quickly rushed to catch up with her.

Frederik grumbled to himself as we approached, and he scowled at Fang, who was sitting happily in Ellyn’s arms.

“Why have you brought him and the mutt here?” he asked bluntly and shot me a narrowed-eyed look.

“The mutt is called Fang, and you don’t need to be so rude, Father,” Ellyn scolded. “Noah has come here to help us set up some…”

Ellyn’s light blue eyes found mine as she waited for me to finish her sentence.

“Irrigation hoses,” I filled in. “They’ll feed water directly to your crops. I’ll hook them up to your well, and they’ll take what they need in order to grow.”

“And dry out my well?” Frederik asked sharply. “I’d rather keep my daughter watered than my carrots.”

“You can control the flow,” I said. “You can choose when to turn it on and off. And this is a really great way of saving water.”

Frederik grunted but eyed me up and down, as if he was trying to figure out if I was bullshitting him or not.

“Show me then,” he grumbled. “Show me these… hoses.”

“Sure thing,” I said as I pulled out the irrigation drip hose. “See the small holes here? That’s where the water will drip out and into the roots of the crops. They’ll drink what they need, and you eliminate the risk of any fungus growing because of damp leaves. I’d say running this for around thirty minutes a few times a week should be enough, and it’ll be a lot easier for you to manage it, even in a drought.”

“You talk about the crops like they’re alive,” Frederik said with a suspicious squint of his eyes.

“Well, I guess that’s one way of saying it,” I snorted. “They kinda are, but not in the way we are.”

“Sounds like nonsense to me,” the old elf murmured.

“I get that,” I said. “But they know when they’ve had enough water. That’s the beauty of this kind of irrigation.”

Frederik grunted again, and I knew that was going to be about it in terms of communication. At least for now.

“You should trust him, Father,” Ellyn said softly. “He knows what he’s talking about.”

“Gods give me strength,” Frederik sighed before he pointed at the solar panel in the wheelbarrow. “What does that do?”

“That’s a solar panel,” I explained. “This will collect energy from the sun and use it to power the pump that will draw water out of your well through this garden hose. Then that water will run through the irrigation hose and water your crops.”

“That’s a lot of words.” Frederik’s brow tugged into a ‘V’ shape.

“Okay, in other words, this is gonna last you a long time while conserving your water,” I said. “If you feel like it’s been on for too long, you can shut it off by turning off this little button here.”

“That will stop the water?” he asked.

“Yep.” I nodded. “Before I set any of this up, though, we need to start figuring out how much of the hose we’ll need to irrigate your crops.”

Frederik rolled his shoulders uncomfortably and avoided my gaze. Instead, he focused on a small splinter sticking out of his pitchfork, which was rusted at the top.

“What is it?” I asked.

Ellyn’s father mumbled something completely incoherent under his breath, and I leaned in closer to hear him better.

“What was that?”

“I don’t have many crops right now,” he said in a loud, defensive tone. “A lot of them perished. All that’s left are the one’s clinging on for dear life.”

“That’s alright,” I said quickly. “I can use these hoses to water what you have. We can cut them to length.”

“Alright.” Frederik nodded gruffly. “Ellyn, go and fetch my hunting knife. And… leave the wolf here. Just so I can keep an eye on him.”

Ellyn grinned at her father’s words and placed Fang on the ground before she ran toward the house.

I raised my eyebrow at Frederik with a smirk, and the old man did a double take as he spotted me.

“That doesn’t mean I like the thing!” he defended.

“Alright,” I said as I raised my hands, but I was unconvinced. “Take me to where your crops are, and we can start figuring out where to lay the hoses.”

Frederik started to lead the way further into the farm and over to two small fields that looked like they had seen better days. The soil looked gray, and I couldn’t see any of the crystals I had pulled up on my farm.

There were a few green leaves sticking out of the ground, indicating that this was their carrot field. But they were wilting, lifeless, and no doubt as crooked as the ones in the market.

Yeah, these things needed a good flow of water.

I put the wheelbarrow down on the ground and pulled the irrigation hose out.

“Okay, so this drip line is what will be feeding the water across the crops,” I said. “What we can do is lay it out across each row on both of your patches, and then throughout the day, you can move them to another row. That way you’re watering two fields at once.”

“Right.” Frederik nodded.

Ellyn ran back down to us with her father’s knife in her hands, and I took it from her with a smile.

“Hey, I’m going to go in and start making dinner,” Ellyn said as she stood off to the side watching me work. “How long do you think you’ll be?”

“Not too long,” I replied. “I just need to hook it up to the well.”

“Alright, well, I’m only inside if you need me,” the elf said. “Father, go easy on him.”

Frederik waved his hand at her dismissively and grumbled again, but I felt like he was less hostile toward me now.

“I should have more of these things lying around somewhere, you know,” I said. “I’ll take a look for you and give them to Ellyn to bring back if you like? It could save you having to move it all the time.”

“I don’t have any money to give you for that,” Frederik said as he wiped his sweaty brow.

“I don’t want money,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t need these anymore because I’ve upgraded my systems over the years. These are just laying around collecting dust. I’d rather they go to someone who needs them.”

Frederik’s blue eyes narrowed as he looked at me, and I felt a shiver run down my spine at the intensity of his gaze.

“You want nothing for it?” he asked with a suspicious hint in his voice.

“No, sir.” I shook my head. “Consider this payment for your daughter’s help over the past few days.”

Frederik grunted but eased up his intense gaze a little.

“Well, that’d be generous of you,” he commented. “And unnecessary.”

I could tell he was deflecting and was actually grateful about what I’d offered. I didn’t know whether or not I’d have time to help him set them all up again, but I’d given him the knowledge already, so he should be alright on his own.

“It’s not unnecessary in my book,” I said. “I’ll see what I can find.”

Frederik grunted again, and I knew that was as much as I was going to get out of him.

“Alright, first things first, we should set up the pump,” I said and handed him his knife as I grabbed everything we’d need. “Where’s your well?”

Frederik pointed toward the house, and I started to lead the long hose up alongside me. Frederik followed, as well as Fang, who seemed curious as to what I was carrying in my arms. The little wolf almost knocked my legs out from under me as he tried to get a good look, and I had to shoo him away before I tripped.

Once we reached the well, I stuck my head over the side to see how much water he had. There was a fair amount, and it was quite deep, so there’d be extra storage for water down there in times of need, which I assumed was now thanks to the lack of rainfall.

If we were back in my world, the way to get the water out would be a hell of a lot easier and more automated. Wellhouses were common, and they would have pumps in the bottom of the well that could push the water up, rather than using a bucket like Frederik had. My well was the same, and there was a lot more to it than what these people had.

Thankfully, the solar pump would do the trick, and it would suck up enough water to feed the drip lines. It wasn’t as good as having a submersible pump at the bottom that could hook up an entire house, but Frederik didn’t need that anyway.

The first thing I did was connect a well hose to the pump. I tested the length by putting it down into the well, and it was a lot longer than what it needed to be, so I instructed Frederik on where to cut it.

After that, I put it back down the well and stuck the pump firmly into the ground next to the well. Then I attached the solar panel to the pump with the cable and debated on whether or not to try and put it on the roof of the well or next to it.

“What are you thinking?” Frederik asked.

“Is this gonna be safe laying here?” I asked and held up the panel. “I could try and attach it to the roof, but if it falls, it could get damaged.

“Leave it next to it,” the old elf said. “I don’t want you getting at me for breaking your things.”

“I wouldn’t get at you,” I snorted and knelt down on the ground. “I just don’t have any spare panels to hand out right now, and I want this to work for you guys.”

I attached two of the prongs that would help keep the panel secure and jabbed it into the ground. It would get a good amount of sunlight here, and Frederik didn’t seem to have any free-roaming animals, so I was pretty confident it would be fine.

Next, I had to attach the garden hose to the other side of the pump and walk it down the hill, back over to his crops. So, I passed Frederik the hose and instructed him to start walking it down the hill at a slight angle while I double-checked everything up here. I also wanted to make sure the pump stayed secure as he moved and laid out the hose.

Sure enough, as Frederik started to walk down the hill with the hose, it stayed in place, so I started to jog down after him.

“Alright, Frederik, stop there,” I said. “We need to attach this garden hose to the drip irrigation hose next. Can you go and get me one of the valves from my wheelbarrow?”

“Sure,” the old man grumbled and shuffled off toward it.

He returned and placed it in my hands, and I quickly attached it to the end of the garden hose. Then I carefully pushed the irrigation hose into the other end of the valve and made sure it was on tightly.

“Okay, that should do it.” I nodded. “Lay this down one of the rows and keep walking until you reach the furthest crop patch.”

Frederik grunted and took the irrigation hose from me. The elf hobbled down the closest row of wilting crops and laid the hose down behind him as he walked.

“Nice!” I called out as the old elf reached the farthest field.

“What now?” he asked bluntly.

“Well, we need to shorten this so it doesn’t stretch past your crops,” I said as I pointed to the remaining amount of hose.

“I can do that,” Frederik said and cut the hose with his hunting knife. “And now?”

“Now I’ll need to put a valve on it to stop the water from spurting out,” I said as I jogged over to my wheelbarrow and took out one of the small nozzles.

I handed the valve to him and motioned for him to attach it, and the old farmer tightly screwed it on.

While we had worked in almost complete silence, it hadn’t been tense. I’d felt like he’d been pretty receptive to what I’d been telling him, and any shame he’d felt at the state of his crops had slowly died down.

He’d even stopped glaring at Fang, who had been sitting patiently watching us set up the irrigation system.

“Okay. This is the moment of truth, Frederik,” I said. “Hopefully, the pump I’ve given you can suck enough water out of the well to get down here.”

“How will we know?” he asked, and his knees popped as he knelt down next to me.

“Watch the hoses,” I said and pointed to it. “It will inflate, and then you’ll see the water dripping directly onto the crops.”

“Right.” Frederik nodded. “Let’s see it then.”

“Alright, bear with me,” I said as I ran back up the hill and flicked on the switch.

I rushed back down as fast as I could so I could beat the water, if it would come out at all, that is.

“Where is the water?” He grumbled. “It isn’t working?”

“It will work,” I said confidently. “We’ve just gotta give the water time to get pulled out of the well.”

Frederik grumbled again and got more comfortable on his knees, but as soon as he did, I could hear the sound of water starting to trickle down the hose. I sat forward in anticipation, and I let out a relieved sigh as soon as I saw the holes in the drip line starting to drip water down onto the carrots.

“It worked…” Frederik trailed off before he leaped up and laughed loudly in disbelief. “It worked!”

“I told you,” I said as I stood beside him with a wide smile. “Now, your crops have got more of a chance of pulling through.”

“Hells below, I almost can’t believe it,” the old elf said as he smiled down at the drip lines. “This changes a lot of things, Noah. A lot indeed.”

“For the better,” I said. “Hopefully, come next season, you can have a better yield.”

“Oh, something tells me we will.” Frederik nodded with a light chuckle.

I’d never seen him show any emotion other than annoyance and disgust, and that was usually directed at me. But his whole face was lit up with the idea of his farm actually succeeding. I felt my chest grow warm at having known it was because of me, and that I had really done something good here today.

To my surprise, Frederik held his hand out for me to shake. I took his callused hand in my own as I tried to play off how taken aback I was, and the elven man shook it firmly three times before releasing it.

“Come on, I’m sure Ellyn’s finished making dinner by now,” he said as he gave me a pat on the back and started leading the way back to the house. “You can come, too, you little runt.”

Fang barked happily at Frederik’s invitation, and I chuckled as he raced ahead of us and ran straight into the house.

As we approached the small house, I could smell the vivid scent of vegetables and broth. Smoke was coming out of the small chimney, and when we walked inside, Ellyn was standing at the fireplace stirring a large pot that hung in front of it.

Ellyn wasn’t lying when she said her home was just one big room. There were two single beds pushed into one corner, and a half-rotted wooden dresser with a shattered mirror on top of it stood beside them. The fireplace lit up the majority of the room, and in front of it was a wooden table with four rickety chairs pushed into it.

There was a stone slab next to the door that had a small array of knives, as well as the off cuttings of the vegetables Ellyn must have put in the stew. Herbs hung from twine on the walls, and there were a few dried flower bunches hanging as well.

“It’s almost ready,” the pale-haired elf said as she looked over at us with a small smile. “Did you get it to work?”

“We sure did.” I nodded. “Don’t forget to turn it off after half an hour or so, Frederik.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll remember,” the elf said with a dismissive wave. “Right now, I want a belly full of food and a mug of ale.”

“Pour one for Noah, as well, Father,” Ellyn said as she continued to stir the pot with a large wooden spoon. “I’ll dish up for us.”

“I suppose he’s earned that,” Frederik joked with a faint hint of a smirk, and he pulled two mugs from the stone slab as well as a large metal flagon.

He placed them on the table and poured a golden liquid into each, and I could see the frothy top threatening to spill over the top.

Damn, he wasn’t holding back.

“Thanks, Frederik,” I said as I grabbed one of the mugs and took a long sip.

The taste was surprisingly sweet, and I smacked my lips as I tried to pinpoint what it was.

“We add honey to ours,” Ellyn informed me as she watched me from over her shoulder. “There’s a beehive in the forest bordering the farm that Father collects it from.”

“Smart move,” I said. “It tastes great.”

“You’re godsdamned right it does,” Frederik said with a deep sigh, and I had to hold back a laugh when I saw the froth covering his top lip. “Sit down, Noah. You’re like a fly just hovering there.”

“So polite, isn’t he, Noah?” Ellyn asked with a roll of her eyes. “And here I was thinking you two had gotten along out there.”

“Same here,” I mumbled to myself, but I could tell this was just how Frederik was.

He’d definitely warmed up to me, and I knew he was grateful, even if he did have a hard time showing it. But pouring me a hefty mug of ale and letting my wolf sit inside his house seemed to say a lot.

I sat down on one of the creaky wooden chairs as Frederik handed Ellyn a bowl. The blonde elf then filled it up with stew from the pot, and Frederik walked over and set it on the table. He did that three times, and then made one last trip to grab some cutlery from a small potted jar on the stone slab.

I breathed in the smell of the stew, and I was surprised by how good it smelled. The steam hit my face and soothed my sun-kissed skin, and I took the spoon that Frederik held out to me with a grateful nod.

Ellyn sat opposite me, and her father sat at the head of the table with a relaxed sigh. Fang whined and settled at my feet, and I leaned down to give the pup a reassuring pat on the head. I’d save some of my food to give to him rather than expect Ellyn to give him some.

“Dig in,” she said with a smile, and then she scooped up a spoonful of stew.

I didn’t waste any time as I dunked my spoon into the warm stew and lifted it to my lips. I blew on it a few times before I stuck it in my mouth, and I closed my eyes as the taste hit me. It wasn’t anything grand, but it was comforting, and it was just delicious enough that I wanted more.

I could taste carrots, cabbage, and some kind of herb I didn’t recognize, and the amalgamation of flavors had me almost drooling. Maybe I was surprised a home ravaged by poverty and drought could provide such a hearty and fulfilling meal.

But then again, it was Ellyn who had made it, and I think Ellyn could make everything better.

I fed Fang a few pieces of carrots under the table, and when Ellyn noticed, she shot up and poured him a small bowl of the stew, much to Frederik’s annoyance.

The wolf lapped it up happily, and it wasn’t long before he fell to the floor in a food coma with a happy smile on his face.

It wasn’t long before I’d finished off my bowl, too, and I felt like I could drop down on the floor next to Fang at any second. I looked out the small window by the door and could see we’d lost daylight. The sun was starting to slowly set, and I didn’t want to stay out here after dark.

Ellyn noticed me looking out of the window, and her brow twitched into a frown.

“You’ve got to go, don’t you?” she asked in a dejected tone.

“That’s probably for the best,” I said as I stretched my arms above my head. “I wanna be back before nightfall. Plus, I need to check in on my animals.”

“Alright.” The elf nodded. “But there’s something I want to show you first.”

“Ellyn…” Frederik warned. “I don’t want you staying out again.”

“Oh, relax, Father,” she drawled. “Even if I did stay out, I’d have Noah there to protect me.”

I chuckled and nodded in agreement. I could feel my Glock pressing against my leg in its holster, and I wouldn’t hesitate to use it if I even got the slightest whiff of danger near her.

Frederik grumbled but rose out of his chair, and he started collecting the bowls from the table.

“Very well,” he said gruffly. “Noah, you better keep an eye on her.”

“You have my word,” I promised as I stood up, too. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

“Good,” Frederik grunted. “Turn the water off when you go, will you?”

“Sure thing,” I chuckled. “If you want to keep those crates for your crops, and the wheelbarrow, for now, you’re more than welcome to.”

“You’ve done enough for us, Noah,” Ellyn said. “You don’t need to do that, as well.”

“Ellyn, I have plenty.” I flashed her a crooked grin. “Keep them.”

“Well, thank you,” the blonde said with a grateful smile. “Now, let’s go. We need what’s left of the sunlight.”

Ellyn grabbed my hand and started tugging me out of the house. Fang barked and quickly jumped up to follow us, and Frederik mumbled something to himself as we passed him and rushed out into the open.

She led us to the well so I could turn off the pump. After that, she started tugging me out of the farm and onto the trail with an excited giggle.

“Jesus, Ellyn, slow down,” I laughed as I struggled to keep up with her. “I just ate!”

“There’s not enough time to be slow!” she called back as the wind rushed past our heads. “Come on, it’s just up this hill!”

Ellyn tugged us off the trail and up a small incline. I had no idea where she was taking us, but Fang and I were at her complete mercy. The sun was starting to slip past the horizon now, and the midnight blue was setting in and swarming the dark orange sky.

When we finally made it to the top of the hill, Ellyn pointed down to the valley below us. In the distance was Gladewood Crossing. The houses were starting to be lit up by candlelight in the windows, and it almost looked like a town full of fallen stars.

The sun had almost completely vanished now, and the midnight blue had started spilling across the entirety of the sky like ink on a page. The stars above started to twinkle as they came into view, and it looked like there were even more up there compared to when I last looked.

It was a celestial canopy that glittered above us, and then something amazing happened.

A purple hue started to unravel from the far horizon, over the trees, and it danced across the darkening sky. It thrummed with energy, and it swirled around as it flew across the stars. The closest thing I could describe it to would be the Aurora Borealis back home. But this… this was entirely different.

It was just one color, and it was constant. I had no idea how it was doing that, but it was, and it looked insane.

“Wow…” I trailed off as I watched the darkening sky turn brighter and brighter with mesmerizing color and stars. “This is incredible.”

“I know, right?” Ellyn asked with a soft sigh. “This is my favorite time of the day. Just as the sun sets and everything lights up.”

“It’s amazing,” I said breathlessly as I spotted a few distant planets appear in the sky, like small blue and white marbles. “Thank you for showing me this. When I looked the other night… it was nothing like this.”

“You’ve got to time it right,” the blonde said with a small smile. “The Lights of the Ember aren’t always present. But when they are… it’s quite incredible to watch.”

“The Lights of the Ember?” I repeated. “Like the Emberstones? The things that gave you magic?”

“That’s right.” Ellyn nodded. “It was common belief that these lights are the remnants of that magic. They’re just out of reach, but still beautiful to look at. They’re a reminder of what we lost, and what we had.”

“Sounds sad,” I said.

“It is,” the elf murmured. “But we have grown to accept what our world is now. To some extent.”

I looked up at the purple dancing lights again and sighed. I couldn’t imagine having something so rare and powerful as magic, and then having it taken away from you, just because some king wanted to use that as a battle strategy. While the light was beautiful, there was a tragic beauty to it.

One that made me reach out and hold Ellyn’s hand.

“Thank you for helping my father today, Noah,” she said softly as she kept looking up at the sky. “You have no idea how much that will change our lives.”

“You’ve helped me out, too,” I said pointedly. “More than you know. I mean, I’ve got no idea why I’m here or how I got here, or if there’s even a way for me to get back home, but you… you make it seem less daunting. Less scary.”

I turned my head down to look at the pale-haired elf, only to find her already looking up at me. Tears shone in her light blue eyes, and they reflected the stars in the sky like they were trapped in a snow globe.

Her eyes darted down to my lips for a fleeting moment, and I couldn’t help but look down at her soft plump ones.

Slowly, I saw her start to lean in.

So, I started to lean in, too.


Chapter Nine

My eyes shut as she neared, and when her warm lips pressed against mine, I immediately groaned. Then I cupped her face in my hands and pulled her closer, and the small elf let out a sigh as I pulled our chests flush against one another.

I started to trail one of the hands on her cheek down to her waist. I gripped it hard as I kept her against me, and I started to lick at her bottom lip as a way to ask for entrance.

Ellyn obliged, and her plump lips parted, which allowed me to slip inside and taste her. The blonde elf sighed into me, and her hands rested against my chest and clung on to my plaid flannel.

I kissed her softly and took my time with her. I didn’t want this moment to end, and with the sky still glittering and swirling above us, it felt like we were in a time warp.

She let me guide her, and she let me have complete control. I pulled away for a moment to tuck a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear, and Ellyn smiled up at me bashfully. Her cheeks were flushed pink, and she took her bottom lip between her teeth as I admired her.

“What?” she whispered.

“Nothing, I just…” I chuckled. “I’ve wanted to do that from the moment I saw you.”

“So have I,” Ellyn giggled before she tugged me closer to her by my shirt. “So, let’s make up for lost time.”

I was surprised when the elf pulled my lips down onto hers with renewed vigor. The kiss started to become more heated, and Ellyn’s arms moved up from my chest to wrap around my neck. She practically melted into the kiss, and I wrapped my arms tighter around her waist.

My tongue licked at her bottom lip again, and she immediately allowed me entrance. I slid it into her mouth and started swirling it around hers. Ellyn moaned in response, and she let me completely dominate her mouth. I wrapped my arms even tighter around her back as her knees started to buckle, and I scrunched up the fabric of her blouse in my hands.

I could feel my dick pressing against the constricting fabric of my briefs and jeans. The closer I pulled Ellyn, the more pressure was put on it, and the more I felt like I was gonna blow a goddamn fuse.

I hardly noticed the elf trailing her hand down my chest and down toward my bulge, which was pressing into her. But when her hand grazed me through the thick fabric of my jeans, I pulled away with a breathless gasp.

Ellyn looked up at me through her long lashes, and her light blue eyes looked darker than normal, like a raging ocean. Her lips were swollen from the intense makeout, and I watched as her tongue darted out and swiped across her bottom one.

I grunted as her hand cupped my bulge again, and I was basically putty in her hand. The elf tilted her head innocently as she watched me react to her touch, and I squeezed her waist a little tighter as she did it again.

“God, Ellyn,” I groaned as she pushed her palm flat against me.

“You like that?” she asked in a whisper, and she trailed her lips along my jaw. “Or do you want more?”

“More,” I said through gritted teeth as I became annoyed at the amount of fabric between us. “So much more.”

Ellyn started to unbuckle my belt and unzipped my jeans. Then she slipped under the elastic band of my briefs and wrapped her hand around my hard cock. We both gasped at the contact, me from the slight release and the coolness of her palm, and her from what I could only guess was surprise.

I wasn’t worried about anyone seeing us up here. This hill was pretty isolated from the main road, and the Arakiin farm was far enough behind us that I wasn’t concerned about Frederik creeping up on us. A dense bit of woodland separated us from the rest of Gladewood Crossing, and anyone looking out their window wouldn’t be able to see us all the way up here.

“You feel so big,” Ellyn said breathlessly as she started to pump me in her hand.

Her eyes lit up with a flicker of excitement, and she swiped her bottom lip with her tongue again. It was driving me insane, and I didn’t know much longer I could take her teasing.

Then her thumb swiped across the tip of my dick and wetted it with my precum, which she used to help her move up and down my shaft. I groaned at her touch and leaned my forehead against hers. My hands squeezed her hips tightly, and I wanted nothing more than to get her out of these clothes so I could feel her bare flesh against mine.

I reached my hand down and grabbed her wrist to stop her from moving. As much as her touch was driving me insane, I wanted more, and I wanted her to feel good, too.

I tilted her chin up so she’d look at me, and the elf blinked up at me with doe eyes.

“Did that not feel good?” she asked innocently.

“No, it felt amazing,” I said as I stroked her bottom lip with my thumb. “But I wanna taste you. I want to feel you.”

Ellyn’s eyes fluttered closed at my words, and she let out a breathless moan as my hands started to trail down to her ass. I squeezed it through her dress, and I started to feel myself lose control. Her hands splayed across my chest as I pulled her against me, and she nudged her nose with mine.

“Noah,” the elf whispered as our lips brushed against each other. “I… I want you to, too. But I… I’ve never done anything like this before. I-I know what happens, between a man and woman, but I’ve never… experienced it myself.”

My cock throbbed at the realization that she was a virgin, but I kept my composure.

“That’s okay,” I said as I brought one hand up to softly cup her chin. “We can take it slow.”

“Okay.” Ellyn nodded with a bashful smile. “You’ve done so much for me, my family, my town… I trust you.”

“Good,” I said with a soft smile before I leaned down to kiss her again.

It started off slow and gentle this time. Ellyn was basically putty in my hands, and I started to slowly guide her further up the hill so we’d have a bit more privacy, should anyone decide to walk the trail we took to get here. Then, when I was happy with how secluded we were, I started to push her gently toward the ground.

Ellyn got the hint and pulled me down with her. Our lips never left one another as she tugged me down on top of her, and we fell the rest of the way to the soft grassy ground with a thud. I was too wrapped up in the feel of her to laugh, and when she started tugging at my flannel, I knew what she wanted.

I pulled away from her with a wet pop, and the blonde elf pouted at me from the loss of contact. I chuckled breathlessly as I started to take off my shirt and my tank top, and the moment she saw my bare body, her pout vanished. Instead, a faint smirk tugged at the corner of her lips as her eyes ravaged my muscular body.

Her hands trailed up my toned chest, and I shuddered as her nails made contact. I was nestled right in between her thighs, and Ellyn subtly wrapped her legs around my waist in an effort to pull me closer. I leaned on one elbow to prop myself up, which left the other hand left to roam.

Her dress had hiked up from our fall and was pooling around her waist. Her bare thighs were exposed, and I found myself instinctively reaching out for them. The elf sighed as I started to rub them up and down, and her eyes slowly moved from my chest up to my face.

“You look like a god,” she whispered.

“Don’t go boosting my ego like that, El,” I joked as I leaned over her with both hands on either side of her head.

“It’s the truth,” she said, and her eyes darted from my eyes to my lips. “I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”

“I could say the same about you,” I said as I tucked another strand of hair behind her pointed ear. “Back in my world, people would worship you.”

“You’re just saying that,” she mumbled.

“I’m not,” I said as I started to kiss along her jawline. “They’d kiss the ground you walked on because of how perfect you are, Ellyn.”

I slowly started to kiss down her neck, and I lightly sucked and bit at various spots of the thin skin. Ellyn bucked her hips under me and gasped with each bite, and I started to trail my hand down her body toward her heat.

I buried my hand through the ruffles of her skirt until I brushed against her bare pussy. I guess underwear wasn’t a thing over here, not that I was complaining. Ellyn whimpered as I brushed against her again, and I could feel how wet she was already as I slid the tips of my fingers between her folds.

“Gods,” she whispered as one of her hands shakily threaded through my hair.

I carried on kissing her neck as I trailed my fingers up to her clit. I started to draw figure eights on the sensitive bud, and Ellyn arched her back off the ground with a loud moan.

“Fuck,” she gasped as she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Does that feel good?” I asked against her neck as I peppered it with kisses.

“Y-Yes.” She nodded. “It feels… so good.”

I moved my fingers down her slick folds and started to tease her entrance. I wanted to take things slow, especially since this was her first time. My lips trailed back up her neck until they reached her lips, and I started exploring her mouth with my tongue again.

Then I slowly began to push my finger into her tight pussy, and I swallowed her little whines and whimpers in my mouth as I kissed her. Once I’d pushed in to my knuckle, I pulled back and looked down at her to make sure she was okay.

I could feel her squeezing around my finger, and that was just my middle one. The thought of what she would feel like around my dick made me twitch and ache, but I kept my focus on warming her up a little before we jumped into that.

“Are you okay?” I asked softly.

Ellyn’s blue eyes fluttered open, and she nodded at me. Her chest was heaving up and down as she drank in deep breaths, and her cheeks and ears were still flushed pink.

“Keep going,” she practically begged. “Please, Noah. It feels so good.”

I nodded with a soft smirk and leaned down to kiss next to her nose. Then I rested my forehead against hers as I started to pump my finger in and out of her. Ellyn moaned loudly as I did so, and when I added another finger, she sucked in a sharp breath.

“Gods…” she moaned shakily. “D-Don’t stop.”

I picked up the pace a little, and I could feel her juices starting to drip down her leg as they wetted my knuckles. I could tell she was coming undone and getting closer to the edge already. Her breathing was still labored and breathless, and she kept tilting her head to the side as she squirmed beneath me.

Her whines and mewls were sending me into a borderline craze.

“That’s it, baby,” I whispered against her cheek. “Let go. Let go and cum all over my fingers like a good girl.”

“N-Noah,” the blonde whined. “I-I--”

“Let go,” I ordered her.

I could feel her walls pulsating around my fingers, which were slick with her juices, and I curled my fingers up inside of her to push her over the edge.

Ellyn gasped, and her eyes suddenly rolled into the back of her head as her orgasm came crashing down. She moaned out my name as her body convulsed, and I gently nursed her through her orgasm, despite her walls clamping around my hand to an almost immovable point.

Once her body had stopped shaking, I slowly pulled my fingers out of her tight pussy. Ellyn looked up at me through hooded eyes and watched with parted lips as I brought my fingers up to my mouth and tasted them. I groaned at the sweet taste, and I felt my dick twitch inside my briefs, which felt more restrictive than ever.

“Please, Noah,” Ellyn whispered. “Please.”

“Tell me what you want,” I said as I started to kick my boots off and tug down my jeans. “I want to hear you say it.”

“I want you to… to…” she stuttered as she tried to catch her breath.

“Say it,” I purred in her ear as I wrapped my arms around her back and started to unbutton her dress.

“I want you to claim me,” she whispered into my ear, and the words sent a bolt of lightning down my back.

I growled as I tugged at the back of her dress and pulled it down her body. Ellyn helped me by kicking it down her legs. Then she sat up, pulled her blouse over her head, and exposed her perfect breasts to me. I let out a shuddering breath as I took her in, and the elf laid back on her elbows with a small, flushed smile on her face.

She had one knee propped up, and the other laid flat on the ground, and her pussy glistened in the moonlight from her juices. My dick was straining against the fabric of my briefs, and I practically tore them off me to free myself. My hard cock slapped against my abdomen, and Ellyn’s eyes widened as she took me in.

“Hells…” she murmured and nervously bit her lip. “Will it… Will it hurt?”

“I’ll be gentle,” I said as I crawled back over her and gently guided her head down onto the ground. “I promise.”

“Okay,” she whispered with a shaky nod. “I want to feel you so bad, Noah.”

“Me too, baby,” I said as I pumped myself a few times in my hand.

Precum was already leaking out of my tip, and I looked up at Ellyn with an unsure look. No doubt birth control tablets didn’t exist over here.

“Um… so about children…” I nervously started.

“I can take a tea,” she cut in as if she’d read my mind and seen the slight panic on my face. “Don’t worry, a lot of the women in Gladewood take it.”

As much as I felt like I was falling for her, having a kid right now was not on my list of priorities.

I trusted this tea would work, though. And I trusted Ellyn. So, I lined my dick up at her entrance and used her slickness to lube it up a little.

The elf shuddered beneath me in anticipation, and I made sure to look her in the eyes as I slowly started to push myself inside of her.

She moaned as my large length began to fill her, and I could feel her walls squeezing around me as she tried to adjust to my size.

“Ohh, Noah,” she panted and threw back her head. “You’re s-so hard.”

“Shit,” I hissed through gritted teeth as I struggled to push more inside of her.

She was so tight that I could feel her pushing back against me, and the elf whined as I pulled out a little before slipping back inside of her. I grunted from the sensation of her squeezing me, and I pushed a little bit harder. Then something inside of her shifted, and I suddenly slid completely inside.

Ellyn’s eyes rolled into the back of her head as I bottomed out inside of her, and she dug her hands into the grass behind her as she cried out. I groaned as I felt the tip of my dick push against her cervix, and I had to readjust my elbows on either side of her face to stop myself from collapsing.

For a moment, we were frozen. I was trying to catch my breath, and she was obviously still adjusting to my size.

“You okay?” I managed to get out as I looked down at her writhing form.

“Mhmm.” She nodded frantically. “Please move.”

I nodded back and started to slowly roll my hips out of her. Ellyn let out a long whine as I slid out of her pussy, and then she moaned as I pushed back inside.

“Gods, Noah!” she cried out. “Feels s-so good.”

Now that it felt like she had adjusted a little bit more to my size, I started to pick up the pace. With every thrust, Ellyn would tip her head back and cling to the grass in desperation.

Her pussy felt amazing around my throbbing cock, and I couldn’t get over how fucking tight she was. I was doing everything in my power not to finish right then and there, so I could savor this moment a little bit more.

Every time I’d thrust up into her, her breasts would bounce up and down, and I moved one of my hands from beside her head to squeeze one. Ellyn whimpered as I rolled her perky nipple between my thumb and forefinger, and I leaned down to capture the sound in my mouth.

“F-F-Fuck,” she whined into the kiss as I bucked faster into her. “N-Noah, I’m close.”

Somehow, her walls were clamping down around me even tighter, and it was enough to tip me over the edge. Our kiss became sloppy and open-mouthed as both of us were teetering on the edge of an orgasm.

“You gonna cum again?” I asked as I moved my hand down to her thigh and tugged her even closer to me.

Ellyn cried out as my dick buried itself deeper inside of her and hit all of the good spots as it slid in and out at the new angle.

“Y-Yes.” She nodded frantically as her mouth fell open. “Y-Yes, Noah, I’m gonna cum again. You’re gonna make me cum again.”

I growled at her words and squeezed her hip tightly as I pounded into her. My tip was hitting her cervix over and over again, and I shivered as she arched her back off the ground with a gasp.

“Let go, Ellyn,” I hissed as I struggled to hold back. “Let go for me.”

“Noahhhhhh!” she yelled as her body started to convulse.

I groaned as her walls clamped around me and squeezed my dick. I could feel them convulse as she came, and I couldn’t stop myself from following suit. My hot seed spurted deep inside of her as I released, and I buried my head into the crook of her neck with a growl.

I rolled my hips to help us both come down, and I savored every last one of Ellyn’s pretty moans before I gently pulled out of her. I watched as my cum dripped out of her pink pussy before I rolled onto the ground with an exhausted sigh.

Ellyn rolled over and rested her head on my chest as we both caught our breaths, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. Her skin was warm against mine, and the grassy earth beneath us felt like a soft mattress.

“That was… incredible,” the elf panted.

“It was,” I replied as I started to stroke soothing patterns on her shoulder. “Do you feel okay?”

“I feel great,” the blonde chuckled. “That was… life-changing.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her words, and I pulled her even closer to my chest so she was resting in the crook of my arm.

“I’m glad it was you,” she said softly after a moment of peaceful silence. “I’m glad it was you who fell out of the sky, or however it was that you got here. If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t be here right now. And we’d all be a lot worse off.”

“I’m glad it was me, too,” I said with a genuine smile. “If I hadn’t come here, I would probably be selling my farm. And I wouldn’t have met you. For the first time in a long time, there’s something more to life than just my animals and my crops.”

“I guess we’re good for each other then,” Ellyn hummed as she snuggled more into the crook of my arm.

“Yeah, I guess we are.” I grinned.

We really were good for each other, and if I had stayed in California, I’d be fucking miserable. Without my farm, I’d have nothing, and I didn’t even want to think about what my life would look like without it.

But now I got to keep my farm. And I got to provide for a community that genuinely needed help. And Ellyn was a part of that community.

I sighed in contentment as I carried on watching the picturesque sky. The stars above us glistened and twinkled like shining pearls, and small wisps of the Light of the Ember still danced across the sky and left a trail of purple.

But then, one of those shining pearls looked like it was getting closer. I flinched as I felt a drop of wetness on my head, and I lifted a hand up to feel what it was. When I pulled my fingers back, they were covered in an opalescent liquid that shimmered, even in the dim light of the moon.

“What the hell?” I mumbled.

Ellyn sat up on her elbow after my sudden movement, and she jumped, too, when she felt a splash of wet hit her. Even Fang, who had been laid a little further down the hill with his back facing us, suddenly perked up and looked up at the sky.

“What is that?” I asked as more and more stars looked like they were plummeting from the sky, and a light rain began to shower over us.

It wasn’t cold rain. In fact, it felt like a warm hug enveloping us as we laid there on the grass, completely at its mercy. I watched as Ellyn’s body became covered in the shimmery liquid, and the sky became filled with glowing falling stars that shot down to earth.

“By all the gods!” Ellyn gasped as she tilted her head up to the sky and watched in wide-eyed wonder. “It’s-- it’s Starfall. I can’t believe it!”

“What’s Starfall?” I asked distractedly.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the sky. I’d never seen anything like this, and I could hardly believe it was actually happening.

“It happens very rarely, but people think it’s a gift from the gods,” Ellyn explained, and she continued to stare up at the sky like she was watching a fireworks show. “The rain is good for the crops, and it replenishes the soil. We believe it to be a sign of mercy on hard times. But it has not happened for years.”

“Shit…” I trailed off as I held my hand out and watched a glowing droplet splash onto my skin. “Is it actually stars?”

“No one knows,” the elf said softly. “There are stories about it being the tears of the gods above. That when Starfall happens, it is because they are weeping over the turmoil in Mystica. Some believe it is one of the last remnants of magic on this plane, other than the Lights of the Ember.”

“And what do you think?” I asked.

“Me?” Ellyn asked as she turned to me with a wide smile. “I think it’s a miracle that doesn’t need explaining. But the fact it has happened only a few days after you arrived says a lot.”

“What do you mean?” My brow furrowed in confusion, but a smile tugged at my lips.

“You seem to bring miracles with you, Noah,” the elf said. “And, to me, I guess you are one.”

I felt my heart thud against my chest at her words.

She saw me as a miracle.

I had no idea how to even respond to that, so I just pulled her closer to me by her chin and pressed my lips against hers.

The glowing rain continued to shower down on us and stained our bodies with the opalescent water that looked like molten jewels, and Ellyn began to laugh and tugged me to my feet.

“Dance with me, Noah!” she giggled as she threw out her arms and began to spin in circles in the shimmering rain. “We should soak in this miracle!”

I wasn’t a big fan of dancing, and I didn’t know much about miracles, but watching the beautiful blonde elf laugh so freely made my heart throb. I wanted to keep that smile on her face forever, so even though I had two left feet, I let her take my hands and spin me in circles on the hilltop.

Whether Starfall was the gods’ tears or not, I didn’t care. They’d have no reason to cry anymore after I was finished fixing this town.

And I reckoned I could make a few more miracles happen.

Especially with Ellyn by my side.


Chapter Ten

Starfall continued for I don’t even know how long. The warm liquid completely soaked our bodies, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable feeling, especially when we were holding each other.

Honestly, it almost felt like the whole experience was a dream. Like I’d wake up in my bed in Salinas Valley and realize none of this was real. But I could feel Ellyn’s heart beating in her chest as her bare body pressed against mine. And I could hear her soft breathing as we watched the wonder of Starfall happen right in front of us.

Fang had started catching the droplets in his mouth, and he was running happily around the hill in a wild attempt to catch as many as he could. It was incredibly endearing, and Ellyn and I looked over from time to time to watch the crazy pup jump up into the air.

Neither of us wanted to get up, so we stayed. And, eventually, we both fell asleep right under the stars.

I’d moved my jeans, which still had my holster attached, over to us, so if anything tried to creep up on us in the night, I could just grab my Glock and shoot at it. But Ellyn had reassured me through sleepy grumbles that we were pretty safe up here. Usually anything sinister would lurk in the woods, and we were well enough away from them to be safe.

The sun rising up over the horizon woke us up the next morning, and I groaned as the bright light suddenly hit my face. I covered my eyes with my hand as I tried to adjust, but then I noticed my hand was shimmering in the light of the sun.

I pulled it further away from my face and saw that almost my entire arm was covered in a light shimmery coat, and when I looked down at the rest of my naked body, it was the exact same.

“Oh, my god,” I groaned as I fought back a laugh. “I look like a goddamn vampire.”

“What did you say?” Ellyn asked sleepily as she sat up from my chest.

I let out a breathless sigh at the sight of her. She was covered in the glittery coating, too, but she looked ethereal. Or, at least, more ethereal than usual. Her entire being was glowing as the sun peeked over the trees in the distance, and it looked like her skin was made out of tiny diamonds.

“Ellyn…” I trailed off breathlessly. “You look incredible.”

“What?” Ellyn’s brow twitched in confusion before she looked down at her body and giggled. “Oh.”

“We’re completely covered in star juice,” I joked, and I ran my hand down my chest and watched as my fingers left a trail in the shimmery substance.

“Yeah, I can’t say I’ve ever stayed out during Starfall,” Ellyn giggled again and rubbed her hand down her arm. “What does Fang look like?”

I turned to look for the wolf, and when I whistled, he came bounding up the hill with his tongue hanging out. His white fur was completely covered, just like us, and he ran up to us like a disco ball with legs. I chuckled as I stroked his fur, and I watched as glittering dust flew up into the air.

“Well, aren’t we all a sight for sore eyes,” I laughed.

“We are,” the blonde added and started slipping on her clothes, which were also covered in the shimmer from being laid on the ground.

I reached for my own flannel and turned it inside out so I could use it to wipe off the layer of glitter covering my face and arms. I’d shower once I was home, but I really didn’t want anyone to see me looking like a vampire out of a teen movie on the way back.

After I’d wiped off as much as I could, I started slipping on my clothes. Thankfully, they weren’t completely sodden, and the glittering dust came off my jeans pretty easily as I ran my hands up and down them.

Then I offered Ellyn my hand and helped pull her up. Once she was on her feet, she didn’t let go of my hand, and I reached out to tuck a lock of her pale blonde hair that looked like threads of starlight behind her ear.

“I should probably get back,” the elf said with a sad smile. “Father will not be very happy that I stayed out again, and I’ve got to help out on the farm today. Especially after Starfall.”

“Of course.” I nodded, but I couldn’t help but feel a bit deflated at having to let her go. “Let me walk you back a little. I left my Gator near the trail, anyway.”

“Okay,” she said and started leading the way down the hill.

We walked in silence, and Fang was close at our heels as we made our way down toward the muddy trail. Eventually, I could see my side by side still parked where I left it, and I knew we were gonna have to say goodbye now.

“Last night was incredible, Noah,” she said as she squeezed my hand and pulled us to a stop. “And I want you to know that… I really liked it. A lot.”

“Yeah?” I asked with a soft smile.

“Yes,” she confirmed with a gentle nod. “I hope you didn’t mind that I… well, you know.”

“That you were a virgin?” I asked. “Not at all.”

“Good,” Ellyn sighed in relief. “I was kinda worried.”

“Why?” I frowned.

“I don’t know.” Ellyn shrugged. “I guess I was just a bit nervous about not having much experience in… those kinds of things. I wanted the experience to be pleasurable for you, too.”

“El, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” I reassured her. “You were amazing.”

“Promise?” the elf asked as she looked up at me with innocent doe eyes.

“I promise,” I said with a smile, and then I leaned down and kissed her softly. “And, hopefully, we’ll have more times like that.”

“Definitely.” She nodded and looked down at her feet bashfully. “I’d… really like that.”

“Then I guess I’ll see you soon?” I asked with a smirk.

“You will,” the blonde confirmed and mirrored my smirk with one of her own. “I’ll see you later, Noah.”

“You gonna be okay going back on your own?” I asked.

“It’s not far, and the sun is out,” she said. “I’ll be alright.”

“Okay,” I said and pulled her flush against my chest.

Then I leaned down and softly kissed her lips as a goodbye. I didn’t know whether it was just Ellyn or the Starfall rain on her lips, but she tasted extra sweet. Like cinnamon buns and sugar. I had a feeling I tasted the same, because Ellyn sighed against my lips and wrapped her arms around my neck to deepen the kiss.

We pulled away after a few long moments of savoring each other, and I rested my forehead against hers as we caught our breaths.

“I’ll see you later,” Ellyn repeated before she forced herself to pull away and started skipping down the shimmering trail.

She turned back to wave at me, and I waved back with an adoring smile on my face. Fang whined as she started to disappear around the corner, and I leaned down to pet his head.

“I know, bud,” I sighed. “I’ll miss her, too.”

With Ellyn out of sight, I made my way over to my Gator and hopped in. The drive back was going to be dull without Ellyn, but I was so grateful for the time we’d had last night. I started to head back up the hill and through the Mist Woods. I had all my guns close at hand on the side by side, but I felt pretty confident I could outrun anything in this thing, so I didn’t feel too worried about traveling through, especially with Fang at my side.

The wolf panted happily on the seat next to me, but we both froze as we heard something coming from the dark woods.

It was a voice.

Somewhere deep within the thickets, someone was calling out for help.

I looked down at Fang, who tilted his head at me, like he was asking me whether or not we should go in.

“Please! Anyone?” a female voice called out again, and I made up my mind as soon as I heard how desperate she sounded.

I pulled my Glock out of its holster in case this was some sort of trap. Then I started to slowly climb out of my side by side and began to walk deeper into the dark woods with Fang close at my heels.

This place was just as incredible as the first time I’d walked through it. The trees were still completely magical, and I spotted some of the weird mushrooms I’d tripped over before. I also noticed some of the Reifin Root Ellyn had picked to help heal Fang, and the wolf sniffed at it in curiosity.

Maybe he recognized the smell of the thing that’d helped heal him? I wouldn’t put it past him. Wolves had good senses of smell, anyway, but Fang seemed ridiculously more intelligent than wolves in my world.

“Come on, boy,” I said as I kept walking toward the sound. “No time to investigate.”

Fang huffed and quickly trotted back over to me. The deeper we got, the clearer the cries for help became. There was a small clearing up ahead, and sunlight was beaming down and illuminated a small circle of thick grass.

“Gods, I can’t believe--” the female voice huffed from the opening.

I tentatively took a step out and scanned the area, but there was no sign of anyone. Then I heard a grunt coming from the treeline, and I turned my head to see a woman dangling by her ankle from a tree.

She was trying to free her foot, but after she failed, she let her body drop and swing in the air. Her eyes widened as she spotted me in the clearing, and she waved her hands around to get my attention.

“Hey, you! Can you help me?” she shouted.

“Yeah.” I nodded and quickly started walking over to her, and I was taken aback by how beautiful she was.

She was human. I knew that much from her lack of pointed ears like Ellyn’s, and any other noticeable attributes that would suggest she was another fantasy race. She had olive skin and long brown hair that was touching the ground, and her features were strong, with a sharp pointed nose and dark brown eyes. Her eyebrows were black and surprisingly well-shaped, like the kind you’d see girls from my world with after a trip to the salon, and her lips were full and pursed as I approached.

I could see she was eyeing me up, and suspicion caused her brow to furrow and her eyes to narrow at me. No doubt my outfit had thrown her off. It was a stark comparison to the dark brown leathers that she was wearing. Not to mention I was probably still a little shiny from Starfall.

As I got closer, I could see a bow and quiver of arrows laid on the ground near her head, as well as a large bundle of rope. I quickly slipped my gun into its holster once I realized she was no threat. Especially not while dangling in the air.

“You… Who are you?” she asked as she eyed me up and down, but she kept her hands dangling by her head.

Then her dark eyes darted to Fang, who sat himself down and tilted his head to look at her.

“I’m Noah Dawson, this is Fang,” I said. “And you’re stuck in a tree.”

“Yeah, yeah, I am,” the mystery woman said with a short puff of laughter. “This is really embarrassing as it is, so can you just… cut me down?”

“How’d you get stuck up there?” I asked as I headed to the rope that was tied to one of the large gray trees.

“I was setting traps to catch some wolves and… sort of got caught by my own snare,” she grumbled, and her cheeks flushed bright pink.

“You got caught by your own snare?” I asked as I tried to stifle my laughter. “That sounds like a rookie move.”

“What is rookie move?” She scrunched her cute nose.

“Uhhh… nevermind.”

“Well, like I said, this is really embarrassing,” she said with a sour face. “I was chasing it for five minutes and was so caught up in catching it that I ran straight into the snare.”

“Meant for the wolf,” I added as I started to untie the rope.

“Yes, meant for the wolf,” the woman repeated dryly. “Now, I would greatly appreciate it if you could just get me down--”

The human woman’s demand was cut short by a yell as she plummeted to the ground. The knot had unraveled after one strong tug from me, and I didn’t have any time to warn her before she was a heap on the ground.

“Ouch,” she grumbled to herself as she brushed her hands on her leather pants.

“Need a hand?” I smirked down at her and extended my arm.

“Sure,” she said with an amused smile before she grabbed a hold of my forearm and hauled herself up.

“Sorry I didn’t catch you,” I said. “I didn’t expect that to unravel so easily.”

“It’s supposed to be one of my brother’s best knots,” the human said with a playful roll of her eyes. “But I suppose falling on my ass is better than dangling in that tree all day.”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” I chuckled.

“I’m Yitirii, by the way,” she said as she stuck out her hand for me to shake. “Yitirii Greenleaf. But, since you just saved me, you can call me Tirii.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Tirii,” I said as I shook her hand.

The human smiled and chuckled to herself before releasing my hand, and I couldn’t help but be kinda enamored by how attractive she was. I had no idea how I managed to stumble across what were probably the two most beautiful women in all of Mystica, but I wasn’t about to start complaining about my dumb luck.

“Well, Noah, I need to get back home to my brothers,” Tirii said as she reached down to pick up her bow and quiver. “Empty-handed, no less.”

“Do you need help getting back?” I asked.

“No, I’ll be fine-- ah!” Tirii stumbled as she tried to put weight on her ankle, and I quickly wrapped my arms around her waist to steady her.

“Shit, are you alright?” I frowned.

“It’s my ankle,” she said with a wince. “Gods damn it all!”

“Hey, I’ll help you get back, alright?” I asked. “Relax.”

“You’ve done enough,” the human said with a dismissive wave of her hand, but I could see her ankle was causing her a lot of pain.

The bridge of her nose was scrunched up, and her sculpted eyebrows were tugged down into a frown. Not to mention the fact that she was clinging onto my forearms for dear life.

“Tirii, you’re in pain,” I said. “Let me help.”

Her brown eyes darted to Fang, who was happily panting on the ground next to us, and I could see a flicker of fear in them.

“He’s not gonna hurt you,” I said softly. “I promise.”

“You’re sure about that?” she asked breathlessly. “Do you know how many times I’ve had to fight wolves in these woods just so I can put food on the table?”

“I don’t doubt it’s a lot,” I snorted. “But he’s not like the others. He’s… different.”

“Different,” Tirii grumbled to herself. “If you say so. But… you did get me down from that tree, I suppose, rather than letting your wolf eat me.”

“See? That would’ve been easy,” I joked as I wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “Where do you live?”

“In town, off the main square, in front of the brewery,” she said as we started to walk together. “I’ll show you when we get there.”

Tirii leaned her weight into me, and I couldn’t help but blush a little at how close we were. She smelled like lilac and grass, which was a strange mix, but I guess she did hunt a lot, from what I could tell.

“What were you doing out here anyway?” the human asked as she limped alongside me. “This is far out of town. Especially for someone dressed like you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I laughed.

“Well, you don’t look… normal,” she said as her dark eyes flicked over me. “I’ve never seen anyone dressed like you before. I assumed you were an adventurer from one of the distant lands passing through Gladewood. Gods know that’s all this place is good for.”

“Well, I’m not an adventurer, and I’m not from any distant lands you’ll have heard of,” I said with an amused smile. “I… kinda got portaled here. I don’t know how or why, but that’s what happened. My farm’s just on the other side of the Mist Woods.”

“By the hells,” Tirii breathed as she looked at me in disbelief. “You got here with magic?”

“I’m not too sure how I got here,” I admitted. “Your guess is as good as mine. But the other people in town seem to think that’s the most probable explanation.”

“How long have you been here?” she asked through a wince.

“A few days,” I replied. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard about me. I feel like the talk of the town.”

“My family and I stay out of the way of things like gossip, for the most part,” Tirii said. “Not to mention, I’ve been focused on hunting. I don’t have time to listen to the latest news in Gladewood.”

“Even if it’s a guy falling out of the sky?” I asked with a smirk.

“Even if it’s a guy falling out of the sky,” she repeated and mirrored my smirk.

“Fair enough,” I said with a small shrug.

“And are you going to try and find a way back?” the brunette asked. “To your home, I mean.”

“I’m honestly not too sure about that,” I said as I looked forward and frowned into the middle distance. “I… I don’t have a lot to go back to. Turns out, there’s more here for me.”

“Really?” Tirii asked in a surprised tone. “You have nothing you want to return to? Nothing at all?”

“Everything that mattered to me is on my farm.” I shrugged. “And I’m finding more things that matter to me here every day.”

Tirii’s face softened as she looked up at me, and she raised an eyebrow.

“Really?” she asked again.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “This place is kinda throwing me through a loop, but I’m loving it. I’ve met some really incredible people.”

“And you’re open to meeting a few more?” Tirii asked with a small grin.

“Perhaps…” I trailed off as I playfully narrowed my eyes at her. “Why?”

“Well, you offered to walk me home, and I’m sure my brother, Sirus, will wanna meet the guy who saved me,” Tirii said. “Not to mention my other brothers.”

“How many brothers do you have?” I chuckled.

“A lot,” she said. “And they’re quite the handful.”

“I bet it’s nice having siblings, though,” I added. “I always wanted a little brother or a sister.”

“You’re an only child?” Tirii asked as I hoisted her over a fallen branch before we kept walking normally again.

“Yep, I feel like I missed out on a lot,” I said.

“A lot of headaches,” the human girl snorted. “Trust me, there’s some days I wish I was an only child, just so I could sleep in.”

“Yeah, I don’t envy you on that front,” I laughed.

We were coming up to where my side by side was, and I was a little apprehensive about how she’d react to the strange contraption, especially considering how suspicious she’d been before. But she was injured, and I didn’t want to have to drag her all the way to town with her bad foot.

So, I made the decision to just bite the bullet and take her over to it. Tirii’s eyes widened at the sight of my Gator amid the sparkling woodland, and she put her good foot firmly down on the ground to stop us.

“What in the hells is that?” she asked.

“That’s my… carriage?” I said as I tried to think of a good way to explain it. “It moves with uhhh… kinda magic.”

“I’m not getting on that,” the human said and shook her head. “No way.”

“Tirii, we can make it town way quicker on that thing,” I tried to reason with her.

“Noooo way.” She shook her head again. “I’d rather walk on my bone itself than get in… that.”

I sighed and knew she was going to be too stubborn for her own good.

“You’re seriously passing up a free ride right now?” I asked. “In your condition?”

“Bone, Noah, I’d rather walk on bone,” she repeated.

“Fine.” I sighed again and started to walk us away from my precious Gator. “Suit yourself.”

“I will,” she hummed happily and raised her head up high.

I couldn’t help but find her stubbornness endearing, and I guess I couldn’t blame her for being cautious. I’d shown up out of nowhere dressed like a weirdo with a wolf at my side and offered to take her home on something she’d never seen before.

Besides, walking meant I could spend more time with her, and I definitely wasn’t complaining about that.

We had made it a considerable distance now, and I could see the opening of the forest. The lush green hills sparkled with the remnants of Starfall last night, and I could feel the fresh breeze whipping through the twisted branches and swirling toward us.

“Did you see Starfall last night?” Tirii asked as we finally made it out of the Mist Woods.

“I did.” I nodded and decided to leave out the context behind how I saw it. “It was amazing.”

“We haven’t had one in a long, long time,” the brunette said. “I woke the boys up just so they could see it. Some of them weren’t even born when the last one happened.”

“Damn, that long?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up.

“That long,” she confirmed. “Hopefully, the harvest will benefit from it, and we can get some good food from the markets.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” I added. “You know, I’m selling some of my crops to Overseer Alden. If you want something for your brothers, you should keep an eye out on the stalls.”

“Is that so?” Tirii hummed. “I don’t get a discount?”

“Maybe if I had been the one stuck in the tree,” I teased. “But, last I checked, it was the other way around.”

“Ha-ha, very funny,” the human drawled and playfully rolled her eyes.

“It was worth a try,” I joked.

“Well, if you don’t ask, you don’t get,” Tirii fired back.

We chuckled to ourselves as we started to make our way down the bank and toward the town. We took our time, for Tirii’s sake, and I could tell she definitely needed to rest her ankle for at least a couple of days. Her grunts of pain were becoming more and more common the more we walked, and by the time we’d made it to a small, run-down-looking building just on the right of the market street, she was sweating profusely.

“Shit, I really injured it,” she panted as she leaned against the rotting wooden door.

“Yeah, you definitely need to rest,” I said, and I looked her over in concern.

“I’ll rest when I’m dead,” the human said dryly before she banged on the door. “Open up, it’s me!”

I could hear a jumble of screams and shouts from inside, followed by the sound of at least ten people running. Suddenly, the door swung open and revealed three young faces grinning up at us.

“Tirii, you’re back!” what looked like a gnome child said in excitement.

“Did you catch any good grub?” another child asked, but this time, he had gray skin and tusks jutting out of his bottom jaw.

“Please tell me you caught more than just one rabbit,” another orcish-looking kid groaned.

I thought it was kinda odd most of the boys inside seemed to be of varying races, with different features that set them apart from one another. None of them looked like Tirii at all, but I suppose that would be a question for another time.

“Bad news, boys, I came home empty-handed,” Tirii said with a wince. “Where’s Sirus? I need to break the news to him.”

“Right here, sister,” a large half-orc said as he walked out from the back of the house and over to us.

He had light green skin and amber-colored eyes that were soft and warm as he looked at his sister. His hair was pitch black and hung in waves around his face, and he had a small, loose ponytail at the back of his head that was tied with a piece of brown string.

His tusks weren’t as jarring as some of the other orcs and half-orcs I’d seen, and they poked a little bit over his top lip, which was a light purple color. His brow wasn’t as heavy as other orcs, either, and he was the most human-looking half-orc I’d seen.

Sirus was wearing loose brown pants and a white, long-sleeved shirt covered in stains, and the moment he saw his sister putting weight on one leg, his wide smile quickly turned into a concerned frown.

“What happened?” His amber eyes darted to me. “Did he--”

“He saved me,” Tirii quickly cut him off. “I got caught in one of the snares and was hanging for Gods know how long. I thought I was gonna die out there, but then… Noah came along.”

Tirii’s smile made my heart thud against my chest, and I could feel my cheeks start to burn. I quickly cleared my throat and turned to Sirus, who was still eyeing me with a suspicious look. By this point, I was used to it, but I kinda wanted to make a good first impression on her brother.

“I helped,” I said with a shrug. “It was the least I could do. I couldn’t leave someone hanging from a tree.”

“See? Nice guy,” Tirii said with a breathless laugh as she tried to support herself on the wall. “Now, can we get inside so I don’t collapse?”

Sirus and I both rushed to her side and wrapped her arms around our shoulders. Fang followed close behind, and the room full of around ten young boys all flocked to him.

“Hey, boys, don’t touch the wolf!” Sirus protested.

“He’s alright, Si,” Tirii reassured him. “He’s a softie, by the looks of it.”

Fang rolled over on his back and allowed the boys to pet him with his tongue lolling happily out. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight of him before I focused on getting Tirii safely into the house.

We had to turn so we could all fit in the door, and then I let Sirus lead us down a small corridor and into a room that had a crooked double bed inside.

We both gently laid her down on the stuffed mattress, and the human let out a hiss as Sirus nudged her ankle.

“Ouch.”

“Sorry,” he said before he started to gently take her boot off. “I can’t believe you got caught in your own snare.”

“Oh, don’t, Sirus,” Tirii groaned. “I’ve had enough teasing from him!”

I held my hands up in mock surrender, but I couldn’t hide the grin on my face.

“See!” the beautiful woman cried out before she rested her head against the pillows behind her. “That’s quite enough for one day.”

“Well, you’ve definitely done something bad to your ankle,” her brother said as he inspected the swollen joint. “I’m putting you on bed rest.”

“Oh, joy,” Tirii said sarcastically. “Not like I have twelve mouths to feed.”

“I can do the hunting until you’re up and ready again,” he murmured. “And I won’t be trapping myself in my own snares.”

“Sirus,” the human warned. “Don’t make me kick you with my good foot.”

“Alright, alright, I’ll stop,” the half-orc chuckled before he turned his amber eyes on me. “Thank you for bringing her back home, Noah. I have to admit, I was about ready to tear you in half when I saw you there, but I’m glad someone helped my little sister.”

“It was my pleasure,” I said as I looked down at Tirii. “And I’m glad I bumped into you, Tirii.”

“So am I,” the brunette said with a soft smile. “Maybe I’ll see you around? After all, you are the farmer who’ll be feeding our bellies.”

“Yeah, you’ll see me around.” I nodded. “Maybe I’ll bring something over as a ‘get well soon’ present.”

“Yes, please!” a small gnome boy with a red button nose said as he poked his head in the door.

“Theodore, mind your own business!” Sirus said as he shooed him off. “Go on!”

Theodore started to run down the hallway, giggling as he went, followed by the sound of three other pairs of footsteps. This place was clearly filled with young children who Tirii and Sirus looked after. They had a lot of mouths to feed, and while I had been joking earlier about giving her a discount, maybe they needed it.

“Sirus, fetch him a bottle, why don’t you?” Tirii asked and tilted her head to the side. “I think he deserves that.”

“Right away, m’lady.” Sirus bowed low before he rushed off into another room.

“A bottle?” I asked in confusion. “A bottle of what?”

“Our finest Greyleaf ale, of course,” Tirii replied with a smirk.

“Right, you live in front of the brewery,” I said as I put the pieces together. “You really don’t have to, though.”

“Well, I want to,” the human said, and she lifted her chin defiantly. “As a thank you.”

“It’s really the least we can do,” Sirus said as he returned and handed me a dark brown bottle. “Enjoy it. Bathilda usually charges a small fortune for one of those.”

“That good, huh?” I grinned.

“That good,” Tirii and Sirus replied at the same time before they burst into laughter.

“Alright, I’ll leave you to it,” I said as I patted the bottle. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Sirus said as he put his hand on my shoulder. “And if you ever need anything, you come here and see us. It’s been as boring as the hells up until you arrived.”

“Are you saying that me breaking my ankle is entertaining?” Tirii asked as she narrowed her eyes.

“Mmm, a little bit.” Sirus pretended to mull it over, which earned him a pillow in the face from Yitirii.

“Goodbye, Noah,” the brunette said with a sweet smile, despite her sudden attack on her brother. “See you around.”

“See you around.” I waved at the two before I walked back down the corridor and whistled for Fang, who was getting fussed over by almost every kid in the room that could get their hands on him.

“Naww, do you have to take him?” a human boy with brown curly hair pouted.

“I do for now, but I’m sure we’ll be back,” I said with a warm smile.

“Please come back soon,” an elven boy who looked to be around four or five said.

“Alright, I will,” I chuckled and whistled for Fang again, who shot up out of his fuss-induced coma and trotted to my side. “See you later, guys.”

“Byeeeee!” the boys all said in unison as we walked out of the door.

I shut it behind me with a smile, and I chuckled as I heard them all raving about how awesome it was to pet a wolf and how they’re never gonna forget that.

“Looks like you’ve got fans, bud,” I said to Fang as we started to walk back down the street and toward my farm.

I still had my chores to do for the day, but I couldn’t get over how well last night and this morning was. I’d never felt so incredibly lucky in all of my life, and I was fitting in better than I expected I would.

Fang and I had a nice leisurely stroll back to the Mist Woods, up until we found my Gator and hopped inside. We drove the rest of the way back to the Dawson farm, and the first thing I did was check on my animals. Nothing had gotten to them, and there were none missing, so I decided to check on the crops.

After Starfall, everything had been covered in a dusty glimmer, and I wanted to see how it had affected my crops. To my amazement, there were more crystals covering the ground beneath my crops, and when I grabbed a handful of soil, it felt less dry and more soluble.

But then I saw something even more shocking.

The various crops I’d picked for the town had already started to regrow, despite it literally only being a day, and my potatoes and corn’s growth had skyrocketed somehow.

I looked around at my growing farm in complete awe. I didn’t know what was in that dust rain that made plants regrow that fast, but normal rainwater was definitely not gonna be as effective as that.

Thankfully, I had my rainwater collectors, which meant I’d have some of the Starfall juice tucked away in case I needed it.

But one thing was for sure.

This was gonna be one hell of a harvest.


Chapter Eleven

I decided to check on the rain cisterns and see how much Starfall water was in there, and when I uncovered the tops, the dark interior shimmered from the light of the sky reflecting off it.

I had no idea if it would be as potent as it was when it fell down from the sky since it was mixed with regular rainwater from my world, but I was holding onto the hope that it would still be good.

From the strength of the shimmer inside, I had a lot of hope, so I closed the top back up and secured it tightly before I beelined for the barn. I had a spare cistern tucked away in case any of my other ones broke, and I figured if I just kept this one plugged up until the next Starfall, I could have one ready to go for the pure liquid.

After I carefully set that up next to the other cistern, I needed to do my morning routine for my animals. The quick glance I’d taken as we entered wasn’t gonna be enough, and I still needed to feed them and milk the cows.

Fang followed me as I headed to the sheep first, and I had to rub my eyes when I noticed all of them looked slightly bigger than normal. The ewes had grown the most significantly, and their wool already looked longer and thicker. I’d probably have to shave them again before the winter at this rate, and as I climbed over the fence and let them into their pasture, I was genuinely taken aback by how much meatier they seemed.

After all of them hurried off to start grazing, I hopped back over the fence and went to check on the pigs. My pigs were already meaty units, but Starfall made them even chunkier than before. They snorted at me in greeting as I filled up their food trough, but I couldn’t wipe the look of pure amazement from my face.

I’d been gone one night, and my animals had completely transformed. They were never underfed or anything, but they weren’t overfed, either. Whatever was in the Starfall rain had seemingly boosted their body weight and stature, but not to the point where they were morbidly obese. They were just… bigger.

Even my chickens seemed slightly larger as I filled their feeder.

Fang panted happily from outside the enclosure, and now that I knew Starfall had made my farm animals grow, I looked at my wolf with a closer eye. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it earlier, but Fang looked like he’d grown in height and weight, too. He didn’t look so much like a pup anymore. He was still small, but he’d filled out more, and he looked more like a small dog than a little puppy.

“Holy shit,” I said as I walked out of the chicken coop and closed the gate behind me. “Wait a minute, have I grown?”

I looked down at my body and couldn’t see a visible difference, but maybe I had, too. I don’t see why it would just affect animals, but then again, Starfall was something I would never come close to understanding.

If I could collect enough water from Starfall, maybe I could speed up the process of my animals’ growth. The ewes would grow faster, which would mean they could mate quicker, and then I could sell more meat quicker. The same went for the rest of my animals. I’d been putting off slaughtering them, just because I grew attached pretty quickly, but it was a possibility I could consider now.

If I bred my sheep and aged them up quicker, I could sell some of the offspring to the other neighboring farmers, just like Frederik.

I felt my heart leap at the idea of the Arakiins getting more food and income, and I knew I needed to tell Ellyn about the idea.

I milked my cows as fast as I could and put the fresh milk in the glass bottles in my refrigerator. I made a mental note to pasteurize what I had soon so I could sell it to Alden, and then I practically flew out of the house to set off for Ellyn’s.

But a strange noise made me halt in my tracks just as I left the door. Even Fang whined in confusion at it, and I frowned as I tried to locate the sound.

Then another loud bang echoed from inside the barn, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stick up.

Had something gotten inside? None of my animals were harmed, so I doubted it was a wolf or a goblin. Then again, it could just be something falling over. The place was old, and it wasn’t like it was uncommon for something to fall from the wall in there.

But then it happened again, and this time, metal cans clattered to the floor, followed by a plank of wood smacking against something dense.

Yeah, that definitely was something moving in there.

I pulled my Glock out of its holster and slowly started to approach. I whistled through my teeth at Fang and flicked my head back as a silent order to follow me, and the wolf almost looked like he nodded in understanding. He prowled low to the ground and growled as we neared, and more bangs from inside made sweat start to pool on my brow.

I didn’t know why I was nervous. I’d dealt with threats on my farm wayyy too many times, but something about not knowing what was in there in a land like Mystica made it all the more daunting.

I slowly pulled open one of the barn doors and poked my head inside, and I almost fell back from shock at what I saw.

There was a goddamn ball of slime throwing itself around the bottom floor of the barn and completely destroying whatever it could get its wobbly body onto.

“What the fuck?” I said out loud in pure shock as I watched it fling itself left and right like it was a tennis ball.

Its body was light green and see-through, and it looked like it was filled with glitter. It was making little squealing noises as it threw itself around, and as soon as I spoke, it turned to me.

And the thing had a goddamn face.

Two black eyes stared at me, and its little mouth opened into a smile. It didn’t have teeth or a tongue, just an opening in the slime shaped like a mouth. If it wasn’t wrecking my barn, I would have thought it was cute, but it had knocked over almost everything inside and looked like it was on some kind of adorable warpath.

I aimed my gun at it and took a shot, but the bullet went straight through it. The slime squealed again and bounced up into the air, and it made a weird squelching noise as it hit the ground.

I fired at it again, but the bullet pierced straight through its malleable body.

“Oh, shit,” I deadpanned as it started to bounce closer to me while squealing like a deranged maniac.

My eyes darted around for anything that could potentially harm the thing, and I grabbed a plank of wood that used to be one of my shelves and slipped my gun back into its holster. Then I held the wood out in front of me like a shield and prepared myself to take a hit at the advancing ball of goo.

Its grinning face betrayed its destructive nature, and I had no idea if it was advancing on me to kill me or cuddle me, but I was not about to take that risk. It made this weird sloshing sound each time it hit the floor, and it sounded like thick liquid getting tossed around in a heavy can. Once it was close enough, I slammed the plank of wood down, but all it did was cut straight through its body and get absorbed by the slime.

The creature made a weird giggling sound, like it found my attempt at trying to kill it hilarious, and then it shot out the plank of wood like a projectile and sent it clattering against my tractor.

“Son of a bitch,” I grunted before I staggered back.

The slime was advancing, and I had no way to kill it. Death by slime ball was not how I wanted to go out, and I’d say that had to be one of the most embarrassing deaths in somewhere like Mystica.

Just as I was about to accept my horrific fate, Fang jumped out from behind me with a vicious snarl and leaped at the green ball. It shrieked as Fang’s teeth ripped into it, and the wolf pup used his teeth and claws to completely tear it to shreds. Green goo flew all around the barn and splattered on the walls, and the shrill shrieks of the somehow-sentient being slowly died out.

My chest heaved from the pure shock and adrenaline of the situation, and I slowly crept over to where the slime ball had been. All that was left was a puddle of shimmery green liquid, and Fang’s face returned to his usual cute and innocent one as he turned to face me and wagged his tail.

“Good boy,” I murmured as I squatted down to pet him.

Green goo was stuck to the white fur around his mouth, and I wiped it off with my hand. I grimaced at the cold, slimy texture, and I quickly wiped my hands on my jeans.

I looked at the puddles of goo and waited for a moment to see if it would start to form back into one slime ball, but they didn’t. Fang panted happily at my side, and he licked his nose with his tongue like nothing had even happened.

But before I even had time to recover from that whole escapade, I could hear the same weird warbling sound coming from outside. I bolted up and sprinted outside, and I could see about twenty slime balls, all of varying colors, starting to slide through the chicken wire fence like it was nothing.

Shit.

They were rolling toward my crops, and if they did what that other one had done to my barn, I’d be toast. I gritted my teeth in anger before I snapped myself into focus.

“Fang, sic ‘em!” I said before I started running for the water mains.

It was the only idea I had, and it was the only thing I could do to help, unless I started tearing apart the slimes with my hands. I figured the water from the sprinklers in the fields could disintegrate their bodies as they were only made of slime. I was hedging a lot on this working, but I didn’t want to leave it all up to Fang.

The wolf took off at my command, though, and bounded toward the closest pink ball of slime like lightning. He snarled before he launched himself at it, and he started thrashing his head back and forth as he completely eviscerated it.

I focused on making it to the water mains and almost ripped off the plastic cover to turn on the sprinkles. They weren’t set to come on for another hour or two, but there was no time. I turned the nozzle with force, and I heard the water rushing through the pipes beneath me.

The sprinklers in the fields churned, and just as a few blue and green balls started absorbing my growing potato leaves, water began spouting out in thick spurts.

Fang was making a hefty dent in the onslaught filing in through the chicken wire, and I watched with bated breath to see if the water would work. The center pivot slowly started coming around, and I watched as the jet of water began to rain over the advancing slimes.

Their happy little faces quickly turned to ones of horror, and I watched as the ones who had made it to the field started disintegrating like the Wicked Witch of the West.

“Yes!” I cheered and fist-pumped the air. “That’s what I’m fuckin’ talking about!”

Fang continued to tear apart as many slimes as he could, and I rushed over to help him. The air filled with the shrill squeals of the slimes who were either getting massacred or melted by my water, and I bounded over toward the chicken wire with determination.

I didn’t care about how gross it would feel. I was way past that at this point, and the adrenaline was numbing me to any disgust. So, when I stuck my hands through one of the slimes and started tearing clumps of the goo out, I felt nothing but pure joy.

I probably looked like I was going completely insane, but Fang and I were tearing apart slime balls like our lives depended on it. A few more managed to get over to the potato field, but they were quickly melted into nothing by the jets of water each time the center pivot circled back around.

By the time the last few shimmering balls of slime were destroyed, Fang and I were heaving messes. I collapsed onto the wet, muddy ground with a sigh, and my wolf trotted over and threw himself down next to me. He rested his head on my chest, which was moving up and down rapidly as I tried to catch my breath.

I chuckled as I thought about how ridiculous we both must have looked on our tirade against slime, of all things, but we had been pretty damn triumphant. I was not expecting those things to appear out of nowhere, and I sure as hell wasn’t expecting us to actually get rid of them that quickly.

If I didn’t have Fang here, I would have been screwed, and I softly petted the wolf’s head with a sticky hand.

“We did good, boy,” I said breathlessly. “We did real good.”

Fang let out a low whimper in response, and I carried on petting his head as we caught our breaths. We must have laid there for around ten minutes before I finally picked myself up off the ground and wiped my gooey hands on my jeans.

I’d definitely need to reinforce the farm to protect myself against things like slime balls. My chicken wire was clearly only good for some kinds of pests, and they’d rolled straight through the stakes I’d put up, so I’d have to figure out something else to keep slimes away.

Then I realized there were probably a ton of other beasts and creatures that had specific resistances I’d need to cater for, too. Fang wouldn’t be able to take on every thing that made its way onto the farm, and judging by the slimes, there were probably other things out there that wouldn’t die from my bullets.

I remembered Ellyn offering to help me figure out stuff like that, and if there was anyone I wanted to talk to about these things, it was her. I had already planned on heading over there anyway about the Starfall water, so it would be hitting two birds with one stone.

“Alright, buddy, let’s go see Ellyn,” I said. “Maybe she can help us figure out how the hell to protect the farm.”

Fang shot up off the ground and lolled his tongue out at the mention of Ellyn, and his white tail wagged furiously behind him.

“You missed her, too, huh?” I asked.

Fang barked, and I laughed in response.

“Me, too,” I said with a deep sigh.

I scanned the treeline surrounding my farm, and I couldn’t see or hear any more slimes advancing. The remnants of the ones we’d already killed were strewn everywhere, and I hoped they were sentient enough to recognize when there had been a slime massacre.

But, just to be safe, I left my sprinklers on full blast. I wasn’t planning on being too long, and I definitely needed to get back here as soon as possible to make sure no other slimes felt like absorbing my property.

I suppose that was one of the shitty things about Mystica, though… There were no cell phones.

I motioned for Fang to follow me, and I climbed into my side by side.

Fang hopped onto the seat next to me, and I turned on the ignition and started heading for the entrance. I hopped out to open the gate, and I locked it shut behind me before I started driving straight for the Arakiin farm.

I’m sure anyone who saw me driving past was gonna freak out. So far, I’d managed to avoid any onlookers, and I was thankful for that, but I was in such a rush to get to Ellyn that I honestly didn’t care if they saw. They’d probably think it was some kind of magic I’d been hiding away from them, but there would be a time for me to explain what the hell a side by side was at some other point.

Right now, I had to find Ellyn.

I pushed my foot down on the ignition, and I reveled in the hum of the engine. It was no tractor, but it felt good to be in a moving vehicle and feel the wind in my hair. Fang seemed to enjoy it, too, and the pup had his tongue sticking out the entire way there.

Eventually, I could see the Arakiin farm sign in the distance, and I smiled as we pushed closer. But my smile quickly dropped as I saw Frederik and Ellyn fighting back slimes with various farming tools. Frederick was cleaving them with a scythe, and Ellyn was smacking them with a shovel like it was a warhammer.

“Get ready, Fang,” I said as I pushed my foot even further down on the ignition and sent us flying into the Arakiin farm. “This fight’s far from over.”

The wolf growled, and once we’d gotten close enough to the attacking slimes, he shot out of the passenger seat and started tearing through them. I couldn’t use water here, mainly because of how precious it was to these guys, so I slammed on the brakes of Gator and shot out of the vehicle. Then I beelined for the closest slime, which was a small yellow ball with big black eyes and a cute little smile.

It squeaked and started bouncing up and down as I got closer to it.

“Oh, give me a break,” I grumbled as I slammed my hands around it in mid-air.

Its black eyes bulged out of its head as I pushed my hands together through its little body, and before it had a chance to push back with whatever force it had, I tore it in half. It giggled as it died, and I threw the two pieces far away from one another before moving on to the next ball.

I could see Frederik and Ellyn both pause in their attacks to watch me with curious expressions on their faces. They didn’t seem too freaked out about the imposing blobs, and it was almost like they were more of a nuisance than a threat.

I pretended to tip an invisible cowboy hat at Ellyn and smirked before Fang and I both launched at two green slimes warbling their way over to Frederik’s small patch of crops.

Fang tore into the goo with his teeth and sent a hailstorm of the shimmery jelly flying everywhere. By this point, he and I were almost completely covered, and it was layered on top of the remnants of Starfall that still stuck to our skins. There was no time to worry about the texture that was slipping down my face, though. Not when there were still about ten slime balls creeping closer to Ellyn and her father.

“Fang, you know what to do,” I said as I set my sights on one that was getting a little too close to Ellyn for my comfort.

The wolf barked before he started racing toward a line of them heading straight for Frederik.

“Alright, I’ve had enough of these gooey little freaks for one day,” I grumbled before I started charging for the one advancing on the blonde elf.

He was a big blob, and it was taking him longer than all of the others to get over to her, but that gave me ample time to catch him.

I jabbed my hands into his wobbly body and started pulling chunks of slime out. Ellyn watched me for a moment while still clutching her shovel, and her mouth hung open, just like her father’s. Once she snapped back to reality, she rushed over to me and started helping me claw it apart.

The slime protested with a cute little ‘squeeee’ noise, and I was glad they were such pests, because otherwise I would have felt bad about completely eviscerating it.

I heard Frederik shouting words of encouragement at my wolf. The sound of the goo splashing the ground, ‘good job, boy!’, and, ‘that’s it, pup!’ filled the air, and it wasn’t long before we’d taken out every single last one of the slimy bastards.

Ellyn and I panted as we looked down at the puddle of green at our feet, and when our eyes slowly trailed up to one another’s, we burst into a fit of laughter. I clutched at my stomach from how completely ridiculous this morning had been, and I ended up losing my balance and falling to the ground.

The blonde fell down next to me, and her elated laughter made my heart race.

I didn’t know why we couldn’t stop, but it had been such a weird morning that the insanity of it all felt like it had finally caught up with us.

Slimes.

Slimes with faces.

Mystica really was more bizarre than I ever thought.


Chapter Twelve

It felt like a lifetime before our laughter finally ceased, and it was only when Frederik started making his way over to us that we managed to pick ourselves up from the ground.

I offered Ellyn my hand and helped pull her up the rest of the way, and I looked down at our clothes to see we were completely covered in goo.

“Well, that was eventful,” I commented with a small smirk. “They didn’t get any of your crops, did they?”

“No, thanks to you,” Frederik said with a fleeting look of gratitude on his face. “How in the hells did you know how to kill those things?”

“I just had a brigade show up at my farm, too,” I said as I wiped my sticky hands on my already dirtied jeans. “I had one almost tear apart my barn, and the others were heading straight for my crops.”

“Yeah, they’re nuisances,” Ellyn grumbled. “They come out after Starfall. They like to eat anything touched by the rain. That’s how they get their shimmer.”

“But when I turned my sprinklers on, they started dissolving?” I said in confusion.

“Regular rain or lake water is different,” Ellyn explained. “But we don’t have any to spare, hence why we were trying to whack them into oblivion.”

“I gotta say, you guys seemed like you were putting up a good fight,” I chuckled. “Is there no way we can keep them out of getting onto our land, though?”

“We’ve always just dealt with them.” Ellyn shrugged.

“At the expense of our crops,” Frederik grumbled. “The bastards were going after the first good yield we’ve had in… well, I don’t want to think about how long. The Starfall and your ‘irrigation’ did a number on the carrots, and those fuckers wanted to--”

“Father, I think he understands,” the blonde elf cut him off. “The point is, we’ve never had the resources for any defenses against them.”

“Well, what can’t they move through?” I asked. “I was coming over here to ask you guys about how I could protect my farm against them, but maybe we can figure something out together?”

Frederik and Ellyn shared a look, and their brows furrowed as they thought about my question.

“They can’t get through most solid surfaces,” Ellyn said after a moment. “As long as they don’t have cracks. If they have a crack, they can fit their whole body through it, no matter the size.”

“Solid surface, no cracks,” I repeated. “Okay. Well, I can help you guys reinforce your fences with wooden boards, if I have some to spare.”

“Wouldn’t they have cracks in them?” The pale-haired elf’s brow twitched in confusion.

“Not these kinds of boards,” I said. “They were made in a factory. That’s uhhh, a big place with modern machinery that churns out these boards specifically to make them smooth and appealing.”

“So, if we put them up against the fence, then they won’t be able to come through?” Frederik asked with a suspicious look. “I’ve never heard of wood not having a few cracks in it.”

“Trust me, this type of wood isn’t like anything in this world,” I said. “Or at least, around here.”

“I think that speaks for itself, Father,” Ellyn giggled. “Thank you, Noah. We’d appreciate that. But what about you and your farm?”

I started running through the other safety precautions I could take, but a lot of them would take a really long time to do. My farm was four hundred acres, and one hell of a jump from the Arakiin farm.

“I had thought about building a moat around the perimeter of my farm,” I said. “But if I want it full now, then it’ll use up way more water than what I want to spare.”

“How big is your farm?” Frederik asked.

“Four hundred acres,” I said. “It’s… pretty big compared to the ones down here.”

The farmer grunted and nodded his head in agreement.

“Well, I can help you figure it out, if you want? Whether it’s a moat or something else?” Ellyn suggested. “And if we can build the moat, you could always wait for the rain to fill it up. It might be a while, but at least then you won’t have to use any of your own water. Not to mention, the slimes will be less common the more time passes after Starfall.”

“Yeah, and hopefully Fang and I have put them off,” I said as I leaned down to scratch the sticky pup’s head.

“You two are a force to be reckoned with,” the elf joked. “I’ll come back with you now and see what we can do. How about that?”

“You’re sure?” I asked as I stood back to my full height. “I don’t want to take you away from your duties here.”

“Father, would it be alright if I go back with Noah?” she asked sweetly.

Frederik sized me up with narrow eyes. His top lip curled back to reveal his teeth before his expression suddenly dropped and turned back neutral.

“Fine,” he grunted. “Just don’t go wandering away from his farm. That’s all I ask. Starfall might have woken up other things worse than slimes.”

“We’ll be careful, Father,” Ellyn reassured him before she skipped over and pressed a kiss to his wrinkled cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

“Yes, yes.” The farmer waved her off before his eyes shot over to me. “You watch over her now, you hear?”

“You have my word, sir,” I said with a nod.

“Good,” he grumbled before he started walking toward his patch of carrots. “Now, I’ve got to clean up this mess.”

Ellyn and I chuckled as her dad continued to grumble to himself. Then her eyes flickered over to the side by side that I’d had to abandon, and they lit up. A wide grin spread across her adorable face as she rushed over to it, and her hands delicately trailed along the sides.

“This really is incredible,” she breathed. “How does the magic work?”

“Fuel,” I said with a shrug. “And a lot of other things, but it’s a little… complicated.”

“This is how people from your world get around?” she asked. “No horse and cart?”

“Well, this is what most farmers use to get around,” I explained. “But a lot of people use something called cars to get from place to place. Those are a lot bigger and a lot more filled out than these things.”

“How so?” the blonde asked with an innocent tilt of her head.

“Well, they have doors, for one, so it feels like you’re inside a small room, just sitting down,” I tried to explain. “And there’s often four of those doors, and four seats.”

“And it moves with wheels like this one, too?” Elly asked and pointed to the bottom of the side by side.

“Yep.” I nodded and climbed into the driver’s seat. “Imagine a horse and cart, but it uses an engine instead of a horse. The engine makes the wheels turn.”

I was really simplifying it, but it was clear she was genuinely interested in how this sort of stuff worked. I didn’t want to overwhelm her with complicated lingo she’d have no idea about, though.

“Incredible,” the elf breathed and climbed into the passenger seat.

Fang hopped up into her lap and curled into a ball. Seeing him struggle to fit into her lap now made it all the more obvious how much he had grown since Starfall, and it was clear Ellyn noticed it, too.

“Look at you,” she cooed and stroked his ears. “You must have been licking away at that grass during Starfall, puppy.”

“Is that why he’s bigger?” I asked as I started the engine.

Ellyn jumped as it purred before she quickly composed herself and nodded.

“Yes, anything that consumes the rain will grow a little bit more,” she said. “Just not people. Apparently, the gods think we’re big enough as it is.”

“I did wonder,” I said with a small smile. “It would have been nice to grow a few more inches.”

“You’re tall enough already,” Ellyn giggled. “You’d be towering over me and my father combined if you could grow from Starfall.”

“Good point.” I chuckled. “Alright, let’s head back and figure this out.”

I started to drive out of the Arakiin farm, and Frederik waved us off. I could see him starting to clean up the slime clumps from my rearview mirror, and I felt pretty damn proud of myself for managing to help him out.

Winning his approval was something I wanted to do, especially with how well things were going with Ellyn. Not having her father’s approval of me would suck, and if I was gonna be stuck here for the foreseeable future, I wanted to make friends, not enemies.

A light breeze washed over us on the drive back, and I kept looking over at Ellyn, who had her eyes closed and a small smile on her face as the wind blew through her hair.

I couldn’t help but smile as I watched her enjoy the breeze, and I drove a little slower so the journey wouldn’t be over so quickly.

Eventually, though, we pulled up to the farm, and I hopped out so I could open the gate. Then I drove us right up to the barn and killed the engine.

“That was so much fun!” Ellyn said as she and Fang climbed out. “You could go anywhere in that thing!”

“For a little while,” I chuckled. “Until I need more fuel.”

“Just bring more with you.” Ellyn shrugged. “We could go as far as Luceria in that thing!”

“And where is Luceria?” I asked.

“Wayyy down South,” she said. “It’d take months for us to get there on foot. But in that thing…”

Ellyn’s eyes sparkled like sapphires at the prospect of seeing places she’d never dreamed of seeing before, and I was sure a whole world had just opened up in front of her.

“Maybe we could go visit somewhere else one day,” I said. “I’ll take you.”

“You would?” she asked as her eyes widened. “And waste your fuel?”

“It wouldn’t be wasting,” I said with a soft smile. “And I have a lot in reserve, so it would be fine.”

“Well, in that case, I suppose I wouldn’t be opposed,” the elf said with a bashful smile.

“Then it’s a date,” I said. “But… in the meantime…”

“Let’s figure out what we’re doing on your farm,” Ellyn finished and started looking at the fence bordering us.

“I don’t think there’s any way we’re going to get the moat done without a ton of help,” I said as I ran my hand through my hair. “It’d take forever to do the entire perimeter.”

“Hmm.” Ellyn tapped her chin in thought. “Maybe we should hold off on the moat for a little while then. It’s a great idea, but I don’t think we’ll be having another Starfall for a long while now anyway.”

“No Starfall, no slimes,” I added with a nod. “No immediate need for a moat.”

“Exactly,” the blonde elf said and put her hands on her hips. “So, what should we do instead?”

“I have the wooden slats,” I said. “We could hammer them behind the chicken wire bordering the crops. If we focus on the sections that don’t have immediate coverage of the sprinklers, then we should have enough spares for your dad.”

“Okay.” Ellyn nodded. “Anything else?”

I let out a deep breath as I thought of what else I could do to get rid of those things if they ever dared come back over here again. Physical force was only an option if we used our hands, so there was no point adding more stakes, because they’d just blob through them. Water was the other big thing, but I couldn’t do the moat today.

But I did have some old sprinklers that I could set up in case of an emergency.

“I can set up a new line of sprinklers,” I said. “I’ll isolate the tubing from the mains and just plug it in when I need it to go off. That way I won’t waste a shit-ton of water every day firing at nothing.”

“The grass out there would probably thank you, though,” Ellyn joked. “So, sprinklers and wooden slats.”

“That’s right,” I said with a lopsided grin. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” the blonde said as she stretched her arms above her head. “Let’s do this.”

Ellyn and I set right to work. The elf followed me to the barn where I got out everything we’d need. I piled as many wooden slats onto the side by side as I could, and I was gonna drive it around to each point we’d need to save us walking back and forth.

Ellyn grabbed the toolbox after I pointed it out to her, and we started working on different sections of the fence to speed up the process. She was surprisingly good at hammering nails, and I didn’t need to give her any pointers whatsoever.

Then again, she’d been a farmhand for god knows how long, so I should have expected her to be good at that.

It was hard to guess what these guys had in this world and what they didn’t, but hammers and nails was probably a pretty easy one to assume they did have. It wasn’t like a super advanced technological advancement, and it had been around for literally thousands of years back in my world, so why the hell wouldn’t they have it here?

Fang patrolled the borders of the farm as we worked like the good little guard dog he was, and we ended up doing pretty damn well in terms of getting work done.

As the sun climbed higher into the sky, its relentless heat started to beat down on us. The irrigation systems went off on their timer, but even those didn’t give much relief as the cold water sprayed our skin.

We spent a good few hours out in the fierce heat until the fence was boarded up with the smooth pieces of wood. Then I started setting up the spare sprinkler system along the fence. The tubing I had wasn’t super long, so I decided to just have it facing the closest side of the Mist Woods. Once I’d fitted it and tested to see if it would work, I pulled it from the mains and covered the top of the tubing with a piece of cloth so nothing could get in it until we needed it.

Ellyn had been watching me from the ground as I did my thing, and I could tell she was feeling the heat and the exhaustion of all of the manual labor. She covered her eyes with her hand from the sun, and her skin was shimmering with sweat.

“Alright, I think we’ve done enough for one day,” I said as I wiped my sweaty brow. “Do you want lemonade?”

“Lemonade?” Ellyn tested the word on her tongue with a frown. “What in the hells is that?”

“It’s a drink made out of lemons,” I explained. “I add a bit of sugar and water, and hey, presto, lemonade.”

“It sounds delicious.” Her blue eyes suddenly lit up, and any exhaustion vanished in an instant as she shot up off the ground. “I’d love to try some.”

“Alright, then, let’s go,” I chuckled as I reached for her hand and started leading the way over to the fruit trees.

Ellyn and I picked an armful of fresh lemons, and the elf used the bottom of her dress and pinched it up with two fingers to act as our temporary basket. After we’d picked the ripest lemons, we headed inside, and I started preparing everything we’d need.

I got out my jug and the sugar, as well as the lemon juicer, and I started getting to work. Ellyn helped me by cutting the lemons in half, and she watched in wonder as I started to juice them.

“You wanna give it a go?” I asked as I held out a fresh half for her.

She nodded and tentatively took the fruit before pressing it on top of the spiky tip. She pushed down, but it didn’t move, and I couldn’t help but admire her adorable little grunts as she tried to shove it down.

“Here, here, like this,” I said as I twisted it left and right and got it a little ways down the tip.

“Right.” She nodded with a furrowed brow of determination.

The blonde elf copied my movements, and she let out a surprised laugh as the juice started trickling out of the lemon.

“I’m doing it!” she cried out. “Noah, look!”

“I am looking,” I chuckled and walked behind her so I could wrap my arms around her waist. “You’re doing great, sweetheart.”

I leaned my chin on Ellyn’s shoulder and carried on watching her as she juiced five lemons, and once the cup was full, she poured it into the jug.

“I’m getting the hang of this,” she said with a proud hum. “Maybe I should be a lemon juicer for a living.”

“Yeah, maybe you should.” I smirked and squeezed her waist. “Alright, looks like we’ve got enough lemon juice. Let’s add the sugar and the water now.”

“Got it.” Ellyn nodded and poured the jug of water into the other jug of lemon juice.

Then I poured in the sugar and stirred with the long spoon.

“Now what?” the elf asked as she wiggled excitedly.

“Ice, and a few lemon slices,” I said. “Can you cut them for me while I grab the ice?”

“Sure thing,” Ellyn said and went back to the cutting board.

There was something about how domestic this all felt that made my heart beat a little faster. It was like when we were eating breakfast together and watching He-Man. I had never really experienced this with a woman before. I couldn’t exactly bring chicks home when my parents were alive and I still lived here, and after they died, I was sort of just consumed by work.

The simple, romantic, domestic moments of a relationship had been lost on me. And while I didn’t know exactly where Ellyn and I stood in terms of relationship, I was happy it was her I was getting to experience these moments with.

I returned with the ice and dumped it into the jug, and Ellyn blinked at the cubes of frozen water.

“How did you make those?” she asked with wide eyes. “It’s not cold outside, and the pieces are so uniform.”

“Just a little magic from my world,” I joked with a wink, and then I motioned for Ellyn to drop in the fresh slices she’d cut up.

“Noah, I am so excited,” Ellyn said with a giddy laugh.

“I’ve got a feeling you’re gonna be bouncing off the walls in a moment,” I said as I pulled out two glasses from the cupboard. “Have you ever had sugar before?”

“Not for a while, and even then, it was just a sweet treat my father had bought me from a vendor traveling through Gladewood,” the blonde said as she clapped her hands in front of her. “This is going to be amazing, I just know it.”

“Hey, don’t get your hopes up,” I laughed. “The Dawsons weren’t exactly known for their homemade lemonade.”

“Well, I’ll be the judge of that,” the pale-haired elf said as she waited for me to pour her a glass.

I filled it halfway just to see if she would like it, but when I looked back up at her, she raised an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips.

“Alright, alright,” I chuckled and topped it up a bit more. “There you go, my lady.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Ellyn replied with a giggle, and she grabbed the glass and took a long sip.

I waited with bated breath as she swallowed the liquid, and I watched as her blue eyes lit up and widened. She brought the glass back to her lips and took another long swig before she put it down on the counter and laughed in disbelief.

“Noah, this is incredible!” she gasped as she licked her pink lips. “I don’t think I’ve ever had anything as nice as this!”

“It’s that good?” I asked in surprise, and I poured myself a glass and took a sip.

It actually wasn’t too bad, and it was definitely what we needed after a long day out in the field.

“I can feel the cool magic running through me,” Ellyn said as she held her arms out and shook them.

“Yeah, that’ll be the sugar,” I snorted. “Please don’t shoot around my house like a slime ball now.”

“No promises,” the elf giggled. “Alright, so, what now?”

“Well, I’ll finish off the chores for the day. I’ll need to get the sheep into their pen and milk the cows one more time, and then we can chill and watch a movie?” I suggested.

“Yes, a movie!” Ellyn cried out in excitement. “I’ve been waiting since we watched that strange one with the tiger.”

“We’ll pick something a bit less dated than He-Man,” I snickered. “You rest in here while I go and finish up.”

“No, no, no, I’ll help,” Ellyn said in a rush.

Her eyes were slightly wild while her speech was super fast, and I knew she was definitely having a sugar rush. I couldn’t blame her. It wasn’t like she had a diet with a lot of that stuff in it, and with the amount I’d put in the lemonade to make it taste good, I was surprised she wasn’t shooting off into the stratosphere.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Yes, yes, yes.” She nodded quickly. “I haven’t milked a cow in a longgg time.”

“Alright,” I chuckled. “Let’s go then.”

Ellyn and I made a good team and finished up way quicker than what I would have if I was on my own. It was weird having someone there to help me. It had been years since I’d had that, but it was nice to have a helping hand.

When we were done, we took the milk into the refrigerator and poured it into the glass bottles, and I marked them as unpasteurized. I’d have to pasteurize them, and then I could take the bottles into town to sell.

After that, we drank another glass of lemonade and started to settle down. Ellyn practically threw herself onto the couch, and Fang curled up by her legs, while I went through my shelf of DVDs I’d collected over the years.

My eyes scanned each box, and then I paused on a particularly chunky green case. I smirked to myself as I slid the first movie case out of the box and knelt down next to the DVD player.

“What have you picked out?” Ellyn asked.

“This, my dearest Ellyn, is one of the best movies to ever exist,” I said as I put the first DVD in. “‘The Lord of the Rings, the Fellowship of the Ring.’”

I was gonna make her watch the extended editions, because there was no other way to watch them. It was that or nothing, and I had a feeling she wasn’t gonna notice the fact that it was over a three-hour runtime.

“Really?” The elf perked up and sat up straighter. “How come?”

“Because it just is.” I shrugged. “And this is just the first film. There’s two more that are just as good.”

“Can we watch all of them?” she asked as she bounced on the couch.

“Maybe not all today,” I said with a grin. “It’d take a while. They’re pretty long.”

“I don’t mind,” the blonde said with a cheerful smile. “That means I get to spend more time with you.”

“That’s a very sweet sentiment, but trust me, after today, I’ve got a feeling we’re not even going to make it to Rivendell,” I joked.

“What’s Rivendell?” she asked.

“You’ll see,” I said as I grabbed the TV remote and switched the output to the DVD player.

Then I settled in next to Ellyn and wrapped my arm around her shoulder. The elf immediately nuzzled into my side and laid her head on my chest, and I couldn’t wipe the wide grin off my face.

The tension from today’s strenuous tasks slowly started to ease as the title screen began playing, and I could feel Ellyn settle into my side, too. Then I watched her brow furrow as the elves and the dwarves showed up on screen while Galadriel did the intro, and she sat up a little.

“Those are supposed to be elves?” she asked as she cocked her head. “They don’t look like us.”

“Well, these are what the people from my world imagined elves to look like,” I explained. “They don’t know that somewhere out there, in another universe, there are actually living elves like you.”

“Good point,” Ellyn huffed. “But they made our ears so small! And I don’t think any elf can afford to dress like that.”

“Those elves can do a little bit of magic,” I pointed out. “Not much, but a little bit. Like that elf there, Galadriel.”

“That’s a pretty name,” Ellyn commented. “They got the dwarves pretty spot on, though.”

“Yeah, I suppose they did,” I chuckled. “Just wait until you see the hobbits in a second.”

“The hobbits?” she repeated.

“Yeah, they’re like the halflings in this world,” I said. “The only difference is those guys have huge feet.”

“Why in the hells would they have those?” Ellyn giggled.

“I don’t know, ask Tolkien.” I shrugged. “He’s the guy who made all of this up, by the way.”

“Well, maybe he ended up getting transported to another realm,” the pale-haired elf joked. “And if you ever go back, you can make a movie out of Mystica. ‘The Lord of the Slimes.’”

I chuckled, but I couldn’t help the pang of sadness I felt about potentially leaving this place. I was still of two minds about it. On the one hand, my world was everything I’d ever known. It was where I was born and raised.

But then I realized something. My farm was where I was born and raised, and I still had that. The only difference now was the world surrounding it.

If my parents were still alive and back in my world, then it would be a different story, but they weren’t. There really wasn’t anything left for me over there.

Except debt. And an overbearing aunt who wanted to get her claws into my farm.

Yeah, not much at all.

Sunnyside Real Estate could kiss my ass, and Aunt Mildred could keep her spindly fingers away from me and my property.

I tightened my arm around Ellyn’s shoulders and pressed her closer to me. The feel of her against my chest grounded me, and I knew I was convincing myself more and more each day that staying here really wouldn’t be so bad at all.

All I had to do was just take a leap of faith and accept that Mystica, this strange new world I was completely unfamiliar with, would be my new home. And Ellyn and Fang would be right there beside me.

“Are those the hobbits?” Ellyn asked as Bilbo came onto the screen.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Big feet, huh?”

“Very,” Ellyn giggled. “I suppose they are kinda similar to our halflings, in a way.”

“You mean other than small?” I asked with a smirk.

“Obviously,” Ellyn said and playfully rolled her eyes. “A lot of halflings used to live underground. In fact, some clans still do, but they live out by the Golorian Isles.”

“Anything else?” I asked.

Ellyn watched the screen more intently as the scene played out.

“They like food, when they can get it,” she confirmed. “Pipeweed is always a hit, as is alcohol. And… gardening. They like gardening, too.”

“Sounds like Tolkien got it pretty spot-on then,” I snorted.

We carried on watching the movie, and it was incredibly endearing watching Ellyn get excited about something that was similar or different to her world. She sat up straight for the entirety of Bilbo’s party, and her eyes were wide in wonder as Merry and Pippin lit the huge dragon firework.

Her wide-eyed wonder quickly turned to mild fear when the Nazgûl appeared, though, and she settled back against my chest for the rest of the first disc. I chuckled to myself and soothingly stroked patterns against her shoulder.

“Not a fan?” I asked.

“No,” she said quietly. “I thought this was supposed to be a nice movie!”

“It is,” I said. “But there’s always got to be a villain. Otherwise it would be boring.”

“Well, I liked it when it was just the Shire,” the elf mumbled, and I couldn’t help but chuckle again.

It wasn’t long after I’d put the second disk in that I felt Ellyn’s weight press into me even more. I subtly looked down and could see her eyes closed, and her hand was resting against my chest as she breathed deeply and slowly.

I was surprised she’d made it that far, in all honesty, but I was kinda bummed she was gonna miss the end. But, she seemed to like what she’d seen, so maybe we could really do a marathon one day.

I decided to leave the TV playing just for some background noise, but I wasn’t really paying attention to it. My attention was on Ellyn as she peacefully slept on my chest, and I used the hand that had been wrapped around her shoulder to softly brush her blonde hair away from her face.

She let out a contented sigh as my fingertips brushed against her skin, and I held back a chuckle so I wouldn’t wake her up.

I don’t know how she could be this cute, even when she was sleeping, and I spent the rest of the movie just watching her and making sure she was dreaming peacefully.

I don’t know when I ended up falling asleep, too, but when I woke up, it was daylight, and the sun was shining into the living room. The TV had turned itself off at some point, and Fang had curled up next to us on the couch.

I stretched my legs out in front of me with a grunt, and I knew my back would be screaming in protest over me sleeping while sitting up, but it was so worth the ache.

“Mmm, good morning,” the elf mumbled sleepily as she started to wake up.

“Morning,” I said with a tired grin, and I dragged my hand across my face.

I got a whiff of my dirty clothes as I lifted my arm, and I grimaced at the smell. I guess with everything that had gone on yesterday after Starfall, I’d sort of forgotten to actually wash myself.

“Oh, no, we didn’t finish it,” Ellyn pouted as she looked at the black TV screen. “I was enjoying that, too.”

“We can finish it another time,” I promised her with a soft smile. “Right now, though, I need a good wash.”

Ellyn stretched her arms up above her head and made a little squeaking noise, and I got a whiff of her scent, which was still sweet and pleasant. I don’t know how she managed to smell like flowers after a day of manual labor. Maybe it was an elf thing.

“I’m gonna go run a bubble bath, because I definitely need that with the way I stink,” I said as I started to stand up.

“A bubble bath?” The elf’s brow twitched in confusion. “Can… Can I join?”

The question was asked so innocently, but the thought of us taking a bath together made a bolt of desire shoot through me.

I could think of worse ways to start off my morning, that was for sure.


Chapter Thirteen

Ellyn’s eyes were wide and hopeful as she waited for me to respond, and I quickly got my mind out of the gutter and smiled at her.

“Sure thing,” I said and offered her my hand.

The elf took it with an excited grin and let me pull her up. Then we walked hand in hand to my bathroom, and the blonde looked around in wonder. This one was much bigger than the en suite, and it actually had a bath and a shower.

I let go of Ellyn’s hand so I could turn on the faucet, and the elf jumped as the water started gushing out. I quickly reached down to put the plug in before I stepped back and let her examine it.

“Is that where the bubbles come from?” she asked as she curiously inspected the faucet.

“No, those come from this bottle here,” I chuckled and held up the big blue bottle on the side of the tub. “Here, you can pour it in if you want.”

“Okay,” the pale-haired elf said with a smile, and she took the bottle from my hand.

She slowly unscrewed the cap and poured a little into the tub, and then she looked back at me with a raised eyebrow and held the bottle up.

“A little bit more,” I said. “But we don’t want to overdo it. The whole house will be filled with bubbles, otherwise.”

“And you say that like it’s a bad thing?” Ellyn giggled. “I think Fang and I would like that.”

“You might, but my floorboards wouldn’t,” I snorted. “A little more will do for now.”

“Boring,” the elf drawled with a dramatic sigh before she poured a splash more in.

As the water rushed out of the faucet, lavender-smelling bubbles started to appear and fill up the tub. Ellyn gasped and kneeled down beside it, and she stuck her hand into the warm water to feel them.

“Wow,” she breathed as she pulled up a handful of the small rainbow spheres. “They’re so pretty.”

“Just like you.” I smiled softly as I watched her.

“Charmer,” Ellyn teased as she winked up at me.

“You’ve seriously never seen bubbles before?” I asked her as she turned back to admire them.

“No,” she admitted. “Apparently, there’s a lot of things I haven’t seen.”

“I guess so,” I said as I pulled my shirt over my head. “But we’ve got plenty of time for you to see more.”

“You’re right,” Ellyn said as she looked back at me, only to do a double take.

Her gaze trailed up my toned abs, and the wide-eyed innocence quickly changed into something more. Her lips parted, and her blue eyes turned darker as she took me in.

I felt arousal hit me like a ton of bricks again, and the blood pumping through my body felt like it was on fire. I cleared my throat and gestured to her clothes.

“We could, uhh… we could hop in now, if you like?” I asked.

“Okay,” Ellyn said a little distantly as she continued to stare at me. “I’ll just um… take this off.”

The elf started to reach behind her to undo her dress, but I knelt down beside her and started to do it for her. I unbuttoned the hand-sewn buttons and slipped her sleeves down her arms. Then we both stood up, and Ellyn slipped the dress the rest of the way down her body. My eyes hungrily roamed over her bare curves, but I held out my hand like a gentleman and helped her climb into the slowly filling tub.

She sighed as she sank into the water, and she immediately started to wash her arms with the soapy water. I chuckled to myself and quickly took off my jeans and underwear before I slipped into the tub behind her.

I put my legs around Ellyn’s small frame, and the elf shuffled back so she was pressed against my front. I inhaled sharply as her body rested against mine, and I prayed to god she couldn’t feel other parts of me pressing against her back.

The tub slowly started to fill up with more water, and as it carried on rushing out of the faucet, more and more bubbles began to form.

Ellyn scooped up another handful of bubbles and turned around a little to put them on top of my head.

“Nice,” I snickered as I reached around her and scooped up a handful myself. “Real nice.”

“You wouldn’t,” she warned with a playful look in her eye.

“Oh, I would,” I said, and I dumped the bubble pile on top of her hair.

“Wowww,” the blonde elf drawled as she scooped up another handful and stuck them on my chin. “You look like a wizard now.”

“Oh, yeah?” I started to stroke my bubble beard with a smoldering look on my face. “How’s that?”

“Perfect,” Ellyn giggled before she turned back around and washed the bubbles out of her hair.

From this angle, her bare back was visible to me, and there her skin still shimmered from Starfall. I reached my hands out and started to gently rub the residue off with the palm of my hand. Ellyn’s back straightened for a moment before she started to relax, and her head hung low in front of her as she leaned forward and allowed me more access to her skin.

“Does that feel nice?” I whispered.

“Mhmm,” she mumbled back. “My back’s been killing me for a while now.”

I started to gently massage the top of her shoulders, and the elf let out a low moan as I did so. The sound went straight through me, and I felt my dick twitch under the water, but I quickly cleared my throat and focused on getting rid of the knots in her back.

“Feels good,” she muttered over the sound of the running water. “Really good.”

I quickly kicked my foot out and turned off the water so the tub wouldn’t overfill. Then Ellyn leaned back against my chest with another long moan, and I really prayed she couldn’t feel me now. Her eyes were closed as she lolled her head against my shoulder, and I carried on gently massaging her tense muscles.

“Mmm, that feels amazing, Noah,” Ellyn said with a dreamy sigh as she fully relaxed into me.

Her back was pressing into my dick, and the friction was enough to make my head spin. Not to mention, I had a perfect view of her breasts that not even the growing bubbles could hide as she leaned into me.

I was really struggling to hold onto my resolve, and there was only one place my mind kept going. My grip on Ellyn’s shoulders loosened as thoughts of taking her right here in this bathtub filled my mind, and the elf opened one eye to look up at me.

“What’s wrong?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Nothing,” I replied a little too quickly. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Ellyn readjusted herself before she stilled, and a knowing smirk made its way across her face.

“I think I know what’s wrong,” the blonde purred, and she rolled over so her front was pressed against me.

I let out a shuddering breath as her hands trailed up my bare chest and to my face. She leaned up so her nose brushed against mine, and her lips skimmed my own teasingly.

“I can feel you, Noah,” she whispered. “Do you want me? Is that it?”

“Y-Yeah,” I said breathlessly. “I guess it is.”

“You don’t need to be embarrassed,” she said as one of her hands slipped back under the water and down my chest.

I groaned as I felt her grasp my hard cock and give it a gentle squeeze. Ellyn watched the pleasure contort my face as she started to slowly move her hand up and down, and her tongue darted out to wet her bottom lip.

“Does that feel good?” she asked sweetly, which only turned me on even more.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Really fucking good.”

Ellyn let out a soft moan at my words, and she used her feet to push herself up against the edge of the bath so she could press her lips against mine. I groaned into the kiss and moved one of my hands that had been gripping the edge of the bathtub to hold the back of her neck.

Her hand carried on pumping me up and down under the water, and every so often she would squeeze me a little harder, which sent a jolt of pleasure coursing through my veins.

“God, you’re gonna be the death of me,” I growled as I pulled my lips away from hers.

“You think so?” Ellyn smirked and ran her thumb over the tip of my dick.

I let out a guttural groan at the sensation and grabbed a hold of her arms. Ellyn’s eyes widened in surprise, and her grip loosened around my throbbing cock as she waited to see what I would do.

“I need you,” I said in a deep, husky voice. “I need more of you.”

Ellyn’s blue eyes darkened at my words, and she nodded as her eyes darted to my lips. Then the elf slowly pulled herself up and straddled me, and the water sloshed around us at the sudden movement.

She let out a shaky moan as my hard dick pressed against her abdomen. The bubbles were starting to reach our hips, and the movement of our bodies were causing more and more to form. But I didn’t care that I was getting completely covered. All I could think about was feeling Ellyn wrapped around me, and about how good she would feel.

I tugged on her hips so she would sit up a little, and then I positioned my dick at her entrance. The elf braced herself on my shoulders, and she looked me in the eyes as she slowly started to sink down onto my length. Her nails dug into my traps as her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and I grunted as I filled out her tight pussy.

The water we were submerged in made it all the more easy to slip inside of her, and she sank all the way down in seconds.

“Oh, gods.” She trembled against me, and I felt her whole body shake as she adjusted to my size.

“Does that feel good, baby?” I asked breathlessly as I waited for her to move.

“Y-Yeah.” She nodded and rested her forehead against mine. “You’re just… so big.”

I chuckled and brushed a lock of her wet hair behind her pointed ear. Then I gently gripped the back of her neck and pulled her lips down onto mine in a searing kiss. Ellyn sighed against my mouth and allowed me to dart my tongue inside hers. Our tongues tangled together in a sloppy burst of passion, and I felt the elf start to slowly roll her hips.

The gyration of her hips almost sent me slamming into the back of the tub, but I used my other hand to firmly grip her waist and guide her movements. The water started to slosh around us as Ellyn began to move up and down my shaft at a teasing speed.

“Oh, gods, Noah,” she whined as she tipped her head back.

I leaned forward and started sucking and biting on her neck, and I left small love bites down the long column of her throat. I didn’t care if anyone saw them, at least not at that moment. I wanted to make her mine. I wanted people to know that she’d been kissed like this.

My grip on her hip tightened as she picked up her pace, and I trailed my other hand down her curves so I could feel every inch of her gorgeous wet body.

“You ride me so good, El,” I mumbled against her neck as I nipped and sucked wherever I could reach. “So fucking good.”

“Yeah?” she whimpered as her hands threaded through the back of my hair.

“Yeah,” I repeated in a gruff voice.

I moved my hand up to cup one of her breasts, and I squeezed it in my palm, which made the blonde elf throw her head back even more.

“Just like that,” I said. “Keep going just like that.”

“O-Okay.” Ellyn nodded and carried on moving up and down.

The sound of her ass slapping against the water filled the room every time she pressed down, and I could feel her walls squeezing my tightly as she picked up her pace.

The bubbles had started to stick to our upper bodies as the water moved around, and I brushed away a few that had managed to cling to her shoulder so I could leave a trail of kisses going up to her neck.

“Noah, I’m so close,” the elf whined as she ground down on me harder. “I-I need more. Please, please, give me more.”

I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her flush against my chest. The water splashed against the back of the tub and dripped down onto the floor as I leaned against the back of the tub. Enough had splashed out that our hips were above the water line now, and I pulled her lips down onto mine fiercely before I started slamming up into her.

She cried out against my mouth, but I swallowed her moans and continued to buck up into her at an insane pace. I could feel the tip of my dick pounding against her cervix with every hard thrust, and her tight walls squeezed me even tighter from the new speed and angle.

It was like I was hitting every spot she needed me to, and she unplucked herself from my lips and rested her forehead against mine as her words caught in her throat.

“Oh… my… g-gods…” she mumbled between thrusts. “I’m g-gonna… I’m g-gonna…”

“Let go for me, baby,” I whispered against her lips. “Cum over my cock.”

“Ohhhh!” the elf cried out before she let go completely.

Her walls clamped around me, and my orgasm hit me like a ton of bricks. Our moans and groans blended into one as I shot my load deep inside of her pussy, and the blonde’s legs shook on either side of me as we rode out our highs.

I slowed down my thrusts before I carefully pulled myself out of her, and we both sighed in unison from the lack of pressure.

“Well… that was one hell of a way to start the day,” I said with a breathless laugh.

“You’re not wrong there,” Ellyn agreed as she caught her breath. “I’ve certainly had worse mornings.”

I chuckled and kept my arms wrapped around her wet body so she was completely flush against my chest.

“Yeah, me, too,” I joked back.

We spent a few moments trying to regulate our breathing and come down from the insane high. I rubbed her back up and down as we did so, and I heard her hum in approval.

“What’s on the agenda today then?” the elf asked as she wrapped her arms around my neck and rested her head against mine.

“Well, daily chores,” I mused. “Milk the cows, feed the animals, and collect the chicken eggs. And I should probably pasteurize the milk today, too.”

“What in all of Mystica does that mean?” Ellyn asked as she squinted at me.

“Pasteurization? It means it makes milk safer to drink,” I explained. “Drinking raw milk can be super dangerous.”

“I didn’t even know ‘raw milk’ was a thing,” the pale-haired elf giggled. “To us it’s just milk.”

“I don’t blame you guys for not knowing,” I said. “I suppose it’s not exactly something you’d think to look into.”

“Well, I for one, am very interested in seeing this happen,” Ellyn said as she suddenly stood up in the tub.

“It’s just heating it up on the stove, El,” I said with a crooked smile, and I couldn’t help taking in her toned, wet, naked body. “It’s nothing special.”

“Well, I still want to see it,” the elf said defiantly, and she stepped out of the tub and grabbed one of the towels hanging from the hook on the door. “Are you coming?”

“What happened to being excited about the bubbles?” I asked with a smirk.

Ellyn raised an eyebrow and looked at the bath that had significantly decreased in bubbles after our… previous activities.

“Fair point,” I said plainly.

“Come on, we’ve got a busy day,” the elf urged as she wrapped her towel around her body. “Not to mention, I’ll have to go home at some point before my father shows up here with a pitchfork.”

“Why do I feel like you’re not joking,” I said with a nervous laugh as I stepped out of the tub.

“I’m not,” Ellyn giggled. “It’s only a matter of time.”

“Then let’s go,” I said as I grabbed another fluffy towel and wrapped it around my waist.

Ellyn picked her dress up from the floor and opened the door before she walked into the bedroom. I let her borrow one of my mom’s old dresses that I’d never thrown away, and it fit her surprisingly well. It was a modest sundress with a floral design that cut off just below her knee. Ellyn seemed pretty honored I was willing to lend it out to her, but it wasn’t like I was ever gonna wear it, and I didn’t want her wearing her dirty clothes from yesterday.

After we were dressed in clean clothes, I made us a quick breakfast and fed Fang a hearty serving of bacon and eggs. Then I decided to do another milking of the cows before I’d get to work on pasteurizing what we had.

Ellyn helped me again, and we got a shitload of even more milk to bottle up and store away. After we’d collected it, I got to work on pasteurizing. It was a very delicate process, and I didn’t want to fuck it up, so I had two large pans on the stove that each had a thermometer in it, and I was doing it batch by batch. I heated the milk up to one hundred and forty-five degrees Fahrenheit and left it for thirty-minute intervals before I poured it back into fresh glass bottles and left it to cool.

In between the thirty-minute intervals, we did the rest of the chores around the farm. I checked on the crops and made sure they were well watered from the irrigation and that everything was still running smoothly while Ellyn let the sheep out and fed the chickens and the pigs. I made sure my varmint rifle was on the side by side where it belonged, because there was no knowing when I might need that without notice. Then I got my egg basket and collected a whole basketful of eggs, and I set some aside for myself before I left the basket with the crates of milk I was going to sell to Alden.

When I was done, I wiped my hands on my jeans and took a deep breath before I walked back outside. Fang and Ellyn were nowhere to be seen in my immediate vicinity, but then I heard a low moo coming from the cow pasture.

I jogged over, and that’s when I spotted Ellyn standing beside Gertie, my best girl, all the way in the far corner near some of the trees. Fang was at their side and was wagging his tail happily as he watched.

“I see you’ve taken to Gertie,” I said with a soft smile as I made my way over. “She’s a beauty, huh?”

“She’s gorgeous,” Ellyn agreed as she rubbed the cow’s back. “I’ve never seen a cow like her before. It’s clear you take good care of your animals, Noah.”

“Yeah, I love them like they’re family,” I said as I reached up and scratched Gertie’s soft head.

“You know, you should bring Gertie to the Farmers’ Festival in town,” Ellyn said. “We usually have it later on in the year, but because Starfall happened, Alden wants us to do it now.”

“Farmers’ Festival?” I frowned in confusion. “You guys have something like that here? I mean, no offense but…”

“Alden set it up to try and boost morale,” Ellyn explained. “The farmers surrounding Gladewood Crossing can enter their best animal or their best crop, and whoever wins gets a prize. It’s usually a free night of drinks at the Inn.”

“Well, now I’m interested,” I joked. “You think I should bring Gertie?”

“Yeah, you’ll definitely win,” the elf said confidently. “Although, my father might not be too pleased about you stealing the prize from him.”

“Even more reason for him to hate me,” I said with a tight-lipped smile. “Great.”

“I’m kidding, Noah,” Ellyn giggled.

“When is this festival anyway?” I asked.

“In two days, I think,” the blonde said with a frown. “Father heard about it when he went into town to celebrate Starfall at the inn. It’s probably best if we ask Alden about it in town, regardless.”

“I’ve got milk and eggs to sell, so it’ll be two birds with one stone,” I said. “You hear that, Gert? You’re gonna win me a whole night of free booze at the Frostfyre.”

The cow mooed in response, and Ellyn and I both burst into a fit of laughter.

“I think she knows she’s the prettiest girl in Mystica,” the blonde elf said with a loving smile, and she scratched under the cow’s chin.

“She sure does,” I said as I watched her. “Not as pretty as you, though.”

“Well, now that is a very nice compliment, Noah,” Ellyn played along with a teasing smirk. “We should probably head into town now. I’ll have to go back home soon, and I don’t want to leave my father waiting for me too much longer.”

“That sounds good to me,” I said. “We can take the side by side so we can fit all of the milk and eggs.”

“You know, you could always just invest in a horse and cart?” Ellyn suggested, and she gave Gertie one last chin scratch before she started walking over to me.

“You love the Gator, and you know it,” I said as I reached for her hand and led the way back to the fence.

“Yeah, I do,” Ellyn sighed. “I don’t know how much the rest of Gladewood will, though.”

“I’m sure they’ll get used to it,” I said. “Besides, I’m still convinced most of them think I’m some crazy wizard, anyway.”

“True,” the pale-haired elf agreed. “I suppose it would be very in character for you.”

“See, now you’re getting it,” I drawled playfully.

Ellyn and I climbed over the fence and started making our way back to the house. Fang dashed over to catch up with us after he’d stayed behind to lick at Gertie’s legs a little, and he bolted straight past us and into the house.

“Hey, do you think I can enter Fang, too?” I asked with a grin. “‘Best guard dog.’”

“Sadly, we don’t have that category at the festival,” Ellyn giggled. “But he’d definitely win it if we did.”

“Damn right he would,” I mumbled proudly. “I can’t believe how fast he’s growing.”

“It is kind of scary,” the pointy-eared elf replied. “But… I guess it’s like kids, right? One minute they’re little babies, the next they’re fully-grown adults walking around on two legs on their own.”

“I hope for all of our sakes Fang doesn’t start doing that,” I joked, which earned me a playful nudge in the ribs from Ellyn.

Once we’d gotten to the house, she helped me load the side by side with the milk crates and basket of eggs. I’d assume Alden was gonna set a similar price for all of this, and I was more than happy to take the gold off his hands. I still had what I’d made at the market stall the other day, but I hadn’t exactly needed a reason to spend any money since getting here.

Plus, if I won this Farmers’ Festival, I’d be getting free drinks for a whole night. I’d say that was a pretty good way of saving money.

Once the side by side was fully loaded, we both climbed in. Then Fang hopped up onto Ellyn’s lap like he’d done before, and I started driving us into Gladewood.

The looks we got ranged from absolute horror, to wide-eyed fascination, but once the townspeople saw it was me driving the strange machine, recognition crossed their faces. It was like just because it was me, it all made sense, and I guess I’d take on the role of the town crazy person with all of my scary technological advancements that these people had never even dreamed of.

I took it slow down the cobbled path. One, to not scare anyone out of their mind, and two, because I didn’t want the milk and eggs to get completely destroyed before I even had a chance to sell them to Alden.

It took us about six minutes to get to the townhouse at the end of Gladewood, and as we looked down the right of the street, I wondered how Tirii was getting on with her ankle. I had no idea if I’d ever run into her again. Her and her family seemed to keep to themselves, but they’d been good company.

I shook the human girl out of my mind as I parked the side by side right outside of Alden’s place, and I turned off the ignition.

“I’ll go grab him,” Ellyn said as she and Fang jumped down. “He can get the rest of the guards to come out and help.”

“Sure thing.” I nodded, and I leaned against the side of the Gator as Ellyn went inside.

A few moments later, Alden towered out of the wooden door with a wide grin on his face, and Wilbur and two other human guards filed out behind him.

“Good to see you, Noah!” the half-orc said and clapped me hard on the shoulder.

“Y-Yeah, you, too,” I said as I tried to hide how winded I was from the impact. “I’ve brought you some milk and eggs, if you’re interested in buying?”

“We sure as hells are,” the Overseer said as he eyed up the glass bottles. “I can’t believe how much there is here.”

“It’s pasteurized, too,” I said with a proud smile, before I quickly realized that they wouldn’t have any idea what that meant, just like Ellyn. “I mean, it’s treated so you won’t get sick from drinking it.”

Alden raised a thick eyebrow and turned back to Ellyn, who held her hands up.

“Don’t ask,” she said with a soft smile. “We just have to trust Noah and his fancy words.”

“Fine by me,” Wilbur grumbled as he reached a meaty hand out for one of the bottles.

“Wilbur, leave it,” Alden warned him like a stern parent. “If you want a bottle, you can pay him up front.”

The dwarf retracted his hand and grumbled to himself as he crossed his arms across his broad chest.

“How much are you wanting to pay for these?” I asked. “Three gold a crate still?”

“Four,” Alden said as he eyed up the number of bottles in the back of the side by side. “The eggs I’ll give you two for. Does that sound fair?”

“More than fair,” I said with a relieved chuckle. “You want all of them?”

“Yes, ser,” he said with a firm nod. “And if you’ve got more, you can keep them coming. This place needs a good amount of protein. Not to mention, we might be able to re-open the bakery, at this rate.”

“Hells, I miss that place,” Wilbur said with a deep sigh. “They made the best braided bread this side of the River Urgaard.”

“Can you remember their bloodberry tarts?” one of the human guards asked. “Those were to die for.”

“Don’t get me started, fellas, I skipped breakfast,” Alden grumbled and rubbed his stomach. “You’ve got a deal, Noah. Boys, take these crates and basket inside. Filip, my pouch of gold from the safe.”

“Yes, Overseer.” Filip, a tall, scrawny human guard, said in a deep voice before he rushed back inside.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Noah.” Alden reached out and shook my hand in a firm grip. “And I look forward to trying your ‘pastor milk.’”

“It’s pasteurize-- actually, you know what, forget it,” I said with a puff of laughter. “I hope you guys enjoy.”

“Oh, I’m sure we will.” Wilbur grunted as he lifted up one of the crates and started to take it inside.

“Was that all we could do for you today?” Alden asked.

“Noah actually wanted to ask about joining the Farmers’ Festival,” Ellyn chimed in as she walked over to me and looped her arm through mine. “He’s got one of the sturdiest cows I’ve ever seen back on his farm.”

“Oh, well, I think anything Noah would bring to the festival would end up winning, Starfall or not,” Alden joked with a deep belly laugh. “But if you want to throw your hat in, sure. Just don’t blame me when the other farmers start buying your eggs just to throw them at you.”

“There’s nothing wrong with a bit of friendly competition,” Ellyn said, and she smiled up at me and squeezed my arm. “Plus, it’s good to celebrate each other’s hard work. As well as Starfall.”

“This certainly will be one to remember,” the Overseer said. “We might stand a chance at having some good yields this season.”

“Hopefully.” The blonde elf nodded and leaned in closer to me. “But Starfall isn’t the only miracle Gladewood has had recently.”

I knew Ellyn’s words were directed at me, and I felt my cheeks grow warm. I doubt I’d ever get used to hearing her say stuff like that, and I don’t know if I wanted to.

“I see you two have been getting closer,” Alden commented as he eyed our looped arms. “It’s nice to see.”

Our eyes both widened, and we looked down at each other in surprise before quickly looking away like bashful school kids who had just got caught holding hands.

“Yeah, Ellyn’s, uhhh, been really helping me,” I said and awkwardly cleared my throat. “A lot.”

“Good,” Alden grunted, and the corners of his lips quirked up into a faint smirk. “Anyway, the festival will be tomorrow. Starfall took us by surprise, that’s for sure, but we want to do it as soon as possible to commemorate it.”

“Is Bathilda making her Starfall Stew?” Ellyn’s eyes lit up.

“Perhaps.” Alden’s smirk widened. “I suppose you’ll have to find out.”

“Well, we’re definitely going now,” the pale-haired elf joked.

“Here’s the gold, Overseer,” Filip said as he returned and handed him the pouch.

“Thank you, Fil,” the half-orc said as he took the pouch and stuck his hand inside. “Four crates, so that’s sixteen gold for all of the milk. And then two extra for the eggs.”

Alden fished out the correct number of coins and quickly counted them over in his huge palm before he dropped them into my hand.

“Enjoy the fruits of your labor, my good Noah,” Alden said and did a dramatic bow. “And I’m looking forward to seeing what you bring to the festival tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Alden,” I said as I climbed back into the Gator. “I’ll come by to collect the empty crates at some point.”

“Of course.” The Overseer nodded. “You two take care now.”

There was something in his voice that I couldn’t quite place, but I was pretty certain he knew something was going on between me and Ellyn, and it wasn’t just friendship. I smiled awkwardly at him as I waited for Fang and Ellyn to hop in, and the half-orc chuckled to himself as we started driving out of town.

I decided to keep quiet about what he’d been alluding to, and I just settled in the peaceful silence as I started to head for Ellyn’s home. The elf smiled to herself as the wind whipped through her now freshly washed golden hair, and I really drove a little slower once we were back on the trail just so I could savor the sight.

Eventually, though, we pulled up to the Arakiin farm, and I could see Frederik waiting at the fence with a scowl on his face.

“What a lovely warm welcome,” I sighed as I stopped the Gator a good few feet away from the glaring farmer.

“You’ll get used to it,” Ellyn said with a giggle. “Thank you for bringing me back.”

“Thanks for helping me with my farm,” I replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Yes,” she said with an excited smile. “Bye-bye, Fang.”

The wolf pup whined as Ellyn stroked his head one last time and bent down to kiss his soft fur. Then she took him into her arms as she climbed out of the side by side and placed him on the seat.

After that, she raced around the other side of the Gator and put her hand on my shoulder. She seemed to hesitate for a moment as she looked back at her father, but then she softly pressed her lips to mine.

I let out a contented sigh at the contact, but it was over just as soon as it had started. Ellyn pulled away with a bashful smile and flushed cheeks, and she waved her hand at me before she started running over to her father.

He was still glaring at me, even more so now that his daughter had just kissed me right in front of him. No doubt that would somehow be my fault. But, just to appease him, I gave him an awkward wave as I did a quick U-turn, and I got the hell out of there before he could stake me with something sharp he had laying around.

I’d need to do some preparation for the festival tomorrow. I could even try and find Gertie a nice bow or something to wrap around her and make her look extra special.

The journey back to the farm was uneventful, and I spent the majority of it either thinking about the amazing time I’d had with Ellyn, or how tomorrow would go down.

But, as I started driving up the hill and got closer to my farm, I heard something that made my blood run cold.

There was a cacophony of shrill shrieks and shouts coming from my farm, and I could see a small trail of smoke blackening the air right where my barn was.

I put my foot down on the accelerator and started speeding right back to the farm. Fang sat up on high alert and bared his teeth as we neared, and when we could finally see it, I slammed on the brakes.

Little green men were ransacking my farm.


Chapter Fourteen

I could feel anger surge through me at the sight of around forty little green creatures completely wrecking my farm. They had started a small fire beside my barn made from some of the wooden slats I’d left out from when Ellyn and I fortified the farm, and a handful of the goblins were dancing around it.

They must have all been under three feet at least, and they were all wearing loose rags of clothing that looked dirtied and old. Their faces were grotesque looking, with huge noses and wide bulging eyes, and as I pulled up on the Gator, they all turned to look at me.

Fang growled and snapped his jaws as the goblins let out giddy laughs and shrill shrieks. Some of them were carrying short pointed weapons, and they started to rush over to us as we ran onto the farm.

My animals cried out in fear as some of the goblins hopped into their pastures, and I felt my blood boil.

“Hey!” I yelled as I grabbed the 10/22 from its rack, plus an extra mag, and aimed it at the closest green fucker running at me. “You leave my animals alone, asshole!”

The goblin laughed creepily as he continued to charge at me with his pointed stick raised high, so I aimed right at his head, let out a breath, and pulled the trigger.

The sound of the bullet firing echoed across the vast expanse of land, and the one who’d been running at me collapsed to the ground with a hole in its head.

For a moment, the remaining goblins went still, and I let out a shaky breath at having just killed a humanoid thing. Even if they were trespassing and destroying my farm, I’d only ever killed animals. But this was something I needed to do. I had to protect my farm and my animals, and I sure as hell had to stop these bastards before they destroyed anything else.

The initial shock from the gun firing quickly wore off, and the goblins’ bug eyes blazed with anger rather than the maniacal craze they had been before.

“Fang, sic ‘em,” I ordered.

The wolf started bounding toward the mass of green bastards while I set my sights on the next round of goblins charging at me.

I needed to remember that I only had nine bullets left before my California-approved mag was empty. Then I’d have to reload or resort to my Glock. The 10mm handgun and my AR would be overkill for such small creatures, but as long as they were dead, that’s all I cared about.

While Fang leaped up onto the advancing goblins and started tearing and shredding their green flesh, I positioned my gun and looked down my iron sights. Some of the goblins who’d been dancing around the fire had picked up flaming pieces of wood and were starting to run toward me, so I aimed for them first.

My sights slid over until I had a perfect shot at one of their heads, and I fired. The goblin was dead before he hit the dirt, and I took aim and fired at another goblin wielding the flaming wood. The gunshot echoed around the valley again, and the other goblins who had clearly never seen something like this before started to panic.

Their shrill shrieks of excitement started to turn into fear, but they didn’t relent. They were getting closer now, and even as Fang took out the main onslaught for me, they were coming in fast.

I tried to block out the sounds of my animals crying out in panic, and I took another deep breath before I fired again. I had seven bullets left in this mag, but by this point, Fang had killed around five of the goblins who now laid still in a pool of their own dark brown blood. The wolf, despite his small size, was completely ruthless and lethal as he raced around the farm and jumped onto the closest goblin in his sight.

I knew he could handle himself, and this kind of nature was clearly in his blood, because I hadn’t trained him to attack like this, but I was sure as hell thankful I had him here to help me.

The remaining goblins charged at me with their pointed sticks and hideous snarls on their faces, but I kept my cool. I aimed right at their chests and fired in relatively quick succession. One, two, three, four. I had a lot of practice with the Ruger, so I managed to take them out within a matter of seconds. Their bodies crumpled to the floor, and I pressed on with a fiery determination that made my skin feel like it was on fire.

Fang bounded past me, jumped onto a goblin who’d started running out of the barn shouting some gibberish, and sank his teeth into his throat. I watched his white fur become coated with black ooze-like blood as he tore out the tender flesh, and he wasted no time in jumping off the dying goblin and onto the next.

I heard my cows let out a chorus of terrified moos, and my head whipped over to their pasture. One of the goblins had climbed on top of Petunia and was trying to ride her like a goddamn horse.

Pure rage coursed through me and made my eye twitch, and I narrowed my sights on him and started storming over before I could even think. I didn’t care about the other goblins running at me with their shitty little sticks. He’d fucked with my animals, and now he was going to pay.

I hopped over the fence and started running over to Petunia, who looked at me with wide brown eyes. The goblin cackled as she spun around in fear, and he was completely oblivious to the fact that I was making my way over to end his life. I considered taking a shot since I had three bullets left, but I didn’t want to accidentally hurt Petunia, so I slung my Ruger over my shoulder.

The goblin’s little green hand swung around in the air like he was a cowboy riding a bull with a lasso, and as soon as I was close enough, I shot my hand out and grabbed his neck.

His huge yellow eyes bulged out of his head, and he spluttered on a gasp as I dragged him off Petunia and threw him onto the ground. The goblin yelled out and said something in a language I couldn’t understand as he started to scramble backward on the grassy ground.

He tried to look back at some of his friends, but they were too far away and too busy getting torn apart by Fang to help him.

No, it was just me and this little fucker who’d messed with my cows.

When he realized he was on his own, he glared up at me and spat at my feet. He hissed out something in his language before he plucked a small hand-made knife that looked like it was made out of bone from his belt and shot up onto his feet.

“You think that’s gonna do anything?” I laughed mockingly in his face. “Try me, asshole.”

The goblin let out a shrill shriek before he took a swipe at me. I easily jumped backward and dodged the hit, and when he took another swipe, I did the same thing. He yelled out in frustration before he tried it one more time, but this time, I snatched his wrist mid-air and squeezed until I felt the bone crunch beneath my fingers.

He wailed and dropped the shitty little knife, and I kicked him hard enough to send his head spinning. He went limp, but I kept him upright by his wrist and punched him again. His head hung loose against his chest, but I knew he was still conscious from the incoherent gibberish he kept muttering.

I slammed my fist down into his face until his huge crooked nose cracked and drooped like a rotting eggplant against his face. It was grotesque, but I couldn’t help the pure rage that I felt at having my farm ransacked by these motherfuckers.

I heard the goblin rasp out a weak breath before I slammed my fist into his face one more time. His whole body went limp and felt ten times heavier, and I let him drop to the ground.

“That’s for Petunia,” I growled before I spat at his corpse on the ground.

After that, I did a quick survey of my animals to check no other goblins were trying to hurt them or rile them up, and when I couldn’t see a single spot of green flesh, I rushed back out of the pasture to help Fang.

Small green bodies were strewn everywhere, and when I spotted Fang, it was a quick blur of white and black fur mixed with the green flesh of the goblins. His snarls echoed menacingly across the farm, and I noticed a few of the goblins were starting to run for the Mist Woods.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” I mumbled to myself as I pulled my 10/22 around.

I let out a deep breath as I lined up the blade and slot of my sight with one of their fleeing bodies and fired, and the goblin went down before he could even make it past my stakes. The three who’d been running with him turned back in shock, and when they saw their friend was now dead face down in the dirt, they let out a shrill shriek before they sprinted even faster.

I aimed again and took a shot at the fastest son of a bitch at the front. His body tumbled into the dirt as my second-to-last bullet sliced through him, and I quickly swept the barrel to the left so I could take a shot at another bastard. His body collapsed, too, as I hit him square in the back of the head, but as I went to slap in a new mag, I suddenly felt a sharp pain in my thigh.

I looked down to see one of the goblins had decided to throw his stick like a javelin at me from on top of the well, and it had punctured through my jeans and made a small hole in my leg.

I growled as I glared at the culprit, and his smile of satisfaction quickly morphed into a look of pure horror once he realized I was unaffected by his attack.

These guys had seriously underestimated me, and they’d picked the wrong farm to attack today.

As I started to stalk toward him, he fell back against the roof of the well as he tried to scramble away. These guys were complete idiots, and it amazed me how the people in Gladewood considered them to be a real threat. If I’d been here when they’d started attacking, they wouldn’t have been able to do any damage. It’s only because I wasn’t here that they managed to wreak so much havoc, but I was not gonna let that happen again.

No fucking way.

As I stalked closer, the goblin started to scream in fear. He tried to pick himself up off the roof, but his ankle rolled and made him tumble off it and to the ground.

He wheezed as he hit the dirt, and I glared down at him as I approached his now winded form. He rolled onto his back and looked up at me with wide, frightened eyes. I pressed my boot down against his injured ankle, which made him cry out, and I kept him in place as I pulled out my Glock.

“You picked the wrong farm, buddy,” I hissed as I aimed it at his head.

The goblin started shouting some gibberish at me in what I assumed was a desperate plea for his life, but I didn’t care. I fired the gun, and I watched as his head completely exploded right in front of me. Chunks of brain and skull rained down next to him, and a sharp satisfaction raced through me.

I could hear the shrieks of the escaping goblins growing more and more distant, and I looked over at the fence to see Fang snarling and snapping his jaws at the other goblins who’d started to run away.

There were bodies everywhere, and the fire that they’d set had started to smolder and die out. I didn’t even want to think about what they’d done to my crops, but I was hoping it wasn’t too bad.

Nobody fucked with my farm and got away with it. I didn’t care if I’d massacred every single one of these bastards and a few stragglers got away, if even one slipped out, I’d hunt them down.

And that’s exactly what I was gonna do.

“Come on, Fang,” I said as I swapped the Glock for my 10/22 again, finished reloading the rifle, and pulled back the charging handle to chamber a round. “This isn’t over yet.”

Fang growled in response and kept his eyes set on the treeline. I had every intention of going into whatever hole those guys crawled out of and absolutely destroying them so they could never get a chance to do this again.

I’d be doing the rest of Gladewood a favor, too. No doubt these bastards had done the same to other farms in the area, and those farms probably didn’t have the weapons or defenses to do anything about an attack like this.

But I did. These guys had poked the wrong bear, and now they were gonna pay with their lives.

I dashed into the house for more ammo, and I reloaded the mag for my Glock just to be safe and put a few extra ones in my back pockets. I also grabbed my dad’s old hunting knife, as well as its sheath, which I clipped onto my belt. I didn’t want to end up in the thick of it with who knows how many more goblins without any time to reload, so having this would make me feel a hell of a lot more confident.

Once I was happy with how much spare ammunition I had, I started leading the way outside. Fang was hot on my heels, and he had a permanent snarl etched onto his bloodied face. He was really intimidating, and I wasn’t surprised the rest of the goblins had fled for their lives, especially after how many he took down.

“You did good, boy,” I said as I jogged to the fence facing the Mist Woods. “Real good.”

Fang growled in response, and I chuckled as I looked down at his serious face.

“Can you trace their scent, bud?” I asked as I hopped over the fence and carefully wove through the stakes sticking out of the ground.

Fang barked in response and stuck his nose to the ground. Whatever he could see and smell was strong, and the wolf breathed in and out deeply as he started following the scent trail.

He started zigzagging as we made our way to the edge of the woods, and then all of a sudden, he picked up his pace and zoomed into the forest.

I had to run to keep up with him, and I gripped my 10/22 close to my chest to stop it bashing to and fro. The adrenaline was still pumping through my veins and making my head spin, but I stayed focused with everything I had so I could see this through.

Fang led us deeper and deeper into the Mist Woods, and I couldn’t help but feel a little on edge. The thick canopy of winding branches above us smothered any natural light from pouring in the deeper we got, and there were sounds coming from dark thickets that I didn’t even want to think about.

Fang was focused on the scent ahead, but I knew if there really was a threat around us, he would have reacted to it by now. So, I kept following him while also keeping a sharp eye on our surroundings.

We were walking for god knows how long, and we were so deep into the woods now that I couldn’t see a single strip of daylight, even when I looked behind me. Fang suddenly stopped and looked up with his hackles raised and his ears pointed up. He sniffed the air, and his head turned from side to side.

“What is it, boy?” I whispered. “Are we close?”

The wolf pup let out one deep woof and remained still. I had no idea what time of day it was, but it was so dark now it could have been nighttime for all I knew. The dark shimmering trees surrounding us towered above, and there was a small decline in the muddy ground that led somewhere even darker.

I stayed still as I listened for anything other than the strange noises I had become accustomed to in this place. There were the usual strange warbling sounds, the thrumming that was most definitely coming from something magical, as well as the distant hysterical laughter of what was probably another wolf.

But then I heard something else coming from down the slope and further into the darkness. It was the distant shrill shrieking of goblins.

Fang snarled as he heard it, too, and he started bounding down the decline after it.

“Fang, wait!” I whisper-shouted to him as I tried to keep up.

I slid down the muddy decline until we ended up on a beaten trail covered in thick moss. It stank like piss and blood down here, and as I started following Fang along the trail, I felt the crunch of bone beneath my feet.

The trail wound around a large rock until, finally, we reached the opening of a cave. The cave mouth glowed orange from the firelight inside, and now that we were closer, I could see the remnants of the goblin party that had attacked my farm.

They were catching their breath, either leaning against the cave wall or draped across old rickety chairs made of different-sized bones. A huge cauldron boiled away over a campfire, and the air stank of rotting meat and fish. There was trash thrown everywhere, and rusted steel armor probably belonging to an unlucky adventurer hung above the entrance of the cave.

It was a complete mess, and I wanted out of here as soon as possible.

Fang growled quietly at my side, but I shushed him as I aimed my rifle and picked out which bastard I’d kill first.

There was one goblin sitting on the ground right underneath the steel armor, and it looked like he was nursing his foot. They were all completely oblivious to us being here, and I knew if I could cause a bit of mayhem and scare them, it’d be easier to get the drop on them.

So, I aimed my rifle up at the steel armor that was hanging up by a single piece of rope and let out a deep breath as I kept it steady. Then I fired, and the shot rang out around the cave. The bullet whirred through the air and hit the rope holding the armor, and it immediately snapped. The armor plummeted to the ground and smashed down onto the goblin nursing his foot, and from the sound of the thud and the splatter of blood on the armor itself, I’d say he was pretty dead.

The other goblins shrieked in surprise and shot up from their resting positions, and I signaled for Fang to go in and do his thing. Meanwhile, I aimed my rifle at the next bastard that started flailing his arms around and screaming, and his body crumpled to the floor as the bullet tore right through his chest.

The anarchy that ensued was hard to keep up with, and as Fang was making his way into the cave with a fierce snarl on his face, more and more goblins started pouring out. There were nowhere near as many as there were at my farm, and it felt good to know we’d taken out a lot already, but there was still a good amount we’d have to deal with.

I used the chaos to my advantage to basically float in like the Grim Reaper undetected. All of the goblins were so caught up in their own panic that they only noticed they had a gun pointing at their head when it was already too late.

I used up a whole mag within seconds, and I quickly reloaded with one of the spares in my back pocket before firing at them again. The forest was filled with the sound of gunshots and shrieks, and I felt the adrenaline completely numb my body to any other feeling as I continued to shoot them point-blank.

I’d taken out the ones that had been in the mouth of the cave, but there were still some fleeing from Fang inside. They ran out with their arms above their heads, and when they saw me standing at the entrance, their green faces paled.

“Karma’s a bitch,” I said with a dark smile before I aimed my gun at them and unloaded three shots into each of them.

Their bodies collapsed like a deck of cards on the ground, and since I was running low on ammo now, I slung the rifle over my shoulder and pulled out my hunting knife instead. I started to make my way deeper into the cave, and the stench of rot and fish grew even stronger. I grimaced as I felt it clog my lungs, but I pushed on.

The walls dripped with stagnant water, and there were stains I prayed were just blood covering the walls up to around three feet, which was the average height of the goblins I’d seen.

As I rounded the corner, a huge spiked wall flew out at me, which I only just managed to jump out of the way of. I looked down at the ground and noticed a small circular stone that I must have stepped on and set it off.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered to myself as I picked myself up, only to be sent flying to the ground again as something jumped on my back.

The incessant gibberish of a goblin snapped in my ear as it hit at my back with its fists, and I reached behind me to grab a handful of its clothes. It yelped as I pulled it off my back and slammed it onto the ground, and before it even had a chance to protest, I stuck my hunting knife right through its head.

It was kinda funny how adamant they were that they stood a chance, and I had to admire their resolve in some ways. But I was getting bored of this now, and all I wanted to do was wash the stench off me and my clothes and make sure my animals were okay.

“Fang?” I called out into the darkness of the cave that had no firelight whatsoever. “How you doing in there, buddy?”

A low howl reverberated off the walls, and Fang casually walked out with a goblin hand between his teeth. Its gnarled yellow fingers were curled up like the roots of a tree, and the bone at the end stuck out like a sharp blade.

“Shit, boy,” I chuckled as I kneeled down and patted his sticky head. “You get all of them?”

Fang dropped the hand and sat down with his tongue hanging out. If there were any left, he would have been at their throats before I could blink, so I let myself breathe a sigh of relief and fell back onto my ass.

“We did it,” I said. “This was not how I was expecting my day to go.”

Fang let out a low whine and shook his head.

“We need a bath,” I said as I picked myself up from the floor with a grunt. “You, especially.”

Fang whined again as his tail drooped down in response, and I couldn’t help but laugh at how humanlike he was sometimes.

“Come on, buddy,” I said as I started to make my way toward the exit. “Let’s get--”

I paused as Fang gently nibbled on the bottom of my jeans and stopped me from walking. He tugged a little, and I frowned as I tried to understand what he was trying to tell me.

“What is it, boy?” I asked.

Fang pulled again before he released my leg and started walking back into the darkness of the cave. I grabbed one of the torches sticking out of the walls, and as I followed the pup with the torch, the firelight illuminated something I hadn’t been able to see before.

It was a chest.

A treasure chest.

And it was filled to the brim.


Chapter Fifteen

My eyes widened at the sight of the overflowing chest, and I scrambled over to it. I put the torch down on the ground, and the orange flames lit up the contents of the chest and made it look like the gold inside was on fire.

Holy shit.

I stuck my hand in and pulled out handfuls of gold coins, which slipped between my fingers and clattered onto the bed of other golden trinkets. There were chalices, necklaces, gems that I recognized like sapphires and emeralds, but also some I didn’t.

I picked up a smoothly cut gem that appeared light blue at first, but then it started to glow white in the center. No doubt everything in this chest was worth more than Gladewood three times over. I could spend some of this gold in town to help get the economy moving a little bit.

I sifted through some more of the treasure until I felt a particularly cool piece of metal touch my palm. I wrapped my fingers around it and pulled it up to reveal one of the most beautiful necklaces I’d ever seen in my life.

It was made of silver, with small diamonds embedded into the chains. In the center there was a small gem that looked like a sapphire, but as I held it closer to the torch light, it looked like it had an entire galaxy inside. Small twinkling pearls shimmered inside like stars, and there was a purple liquid swirling around like a silk scarf caught in the wind.

It was breathtaking, and there was only one person I thought of who should wear something as beautiful as this.

Ellyn. I could imagine the way it would look on her neck, and I knew I had to give it to her.

I looked down at Fang, who was sitting beside the chest with his tongue hanging out and happily panting, and I reached over to give his bloodied chin a scratch.

“You’re a clever boy, aren’t you?” I asked. “Couldn’t let me leave without getting the goods.”

Fang barked and nuzzled into my hand.

“Alright, buddy, let’s try and get this thing out of here and head home,” I said. “This place sucks.”

I stood up from the ground, shoved in all of the loose gold pieces and gems that had fallen out, and closed the lid. Then I made sure my rifle was slung securely over my shoulder and wrapped my hands around the two rusted handles on the side.

The chest groaned as I lifted it up, but, thankfully, the wood didn’t fall apart. It was about the size of a twelve pack of soda and fairly heavy, but not so much that I couldn’t get this thing home. Carrying this thing would be easier if I had my side by side with me, but I didn’t like the idea of leaving all this treasure behind while I returned to my farm for the vehicle. More goblins could show up, or someone else could claim the gold for themselves, and I didn’t want to run that risk. So, I kept my fingers wrapped firmly around the handles, and Fang and I started to make our way out of the dank cave and back into the open.

We slowly headed back up the trail we’d come down, but instead of trying to climb back up the hill, we just followed it all the way around. Eventually, we got back to the main stretch of woods, and I was silently praying that nothing decided to jump out at us now.

It felt like a lifetime before we could finally see daylight in the distance, and I was more than happy to get out of the suffocating woodland, as beautiful as it might be, in its own weird way.

I sighed at the sight of my farm, even if it was in disarray, and Fang and I picked up our pace as we got closer. He was just as eager as I was to get home, and as soon as we were on the main path, he took off running for the house.

I chuckled as he left me in the dust, and I made my own way over to the house with the chest. I put it on the dining table before I went back outside to check on my animals. Thankfully, none of them were hurt, just rattled, and I got the sheep back into their pen and fed the chickens and the pigs before I started piling the goblin bodies off to the side. I wasn’t about to bury them, and I didn’t want their rotting corpses lingering around and stinking up the place. Thankfully, since they were so small, it didn’t take me long to build a mound of goblin bodies and burn them, and once I put out the last embers, I ran back inside to wash myself of all the grime, blood, and soot.

I took a long hot shower, and once I was finished, I pulled Fang into the bathtub and gave him a good scrub. The pup wasn’t too opposed to me washing off the goblin blood, and I was glad he didn’t kick up a fuss about it, otherwise I probably would have had to let him just stink.

Once Fang was clean, I let him air dry out on the porch while I milked the cows. They were pretty happy that there was a bit of normality after the shit show of today, and I knew they needed it.

I took the buckets of milk into the fridge like I usually did and poured them into the glass bottles to be pasteurized at some point. After that, I decided to call it a night. I was completely spent, and I needed one hell of a sleep. I still had the festival tomorrow, and I suppose that was something to look forward to, so getting a good night’s rest was important if I wanted to enjoy myself.

I climbed into bed feeling accomplished. I hadn’t expected my day to turn out like it had, but by god, Fang and I kicked some ass. We’d done some real damage, and we’d eliminated a pretty big threat. Who knows how many lives and farms we’d just saved by taking out that horde.

As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out like a light. When I woke up in the morning, Fang was curled up next to me in a cute little ball, and he was snoring softly. His fur was back to its usual shimmering white, and there wasn’t a speck of goblin blood to be seen.

I reached over and scratched his head with one hand and wiped the sleep out of my eyes with the other. The puppy lifted his head up and yawned before he settled back onto the quilt.

“Still tired, huh?” I chuckled sleepily. “I’m not surprised. You were unstoppable yesterday, buddy.”

Fang huffed happily and snuggled deeper into the quilt, and I knew if he wasn’t bouncing around the room like he usually was, then he needed to get some more rest.

I leaned over and kissed his head before I climbed out of bed and got dressed for the day. I kept it simple, with blue jeans and a black shirt, and I slipped on my boots before I brushed my teeth in the bathroom.

After that, I made a hearty breakfast, and I made sure to leave half of the bacon and eggs in the bowl for Fang to eat when he wanted to. I also grabbed the necklace I’d found for Ellyn from the treasure chest still resting on my dining table, and I slipped it into my front pocket.

I had no idea when the festival was, but I decided heading into town as soon as possible was probably the best idea to cover my bases. But first, I needed to feed the animals, check the damage to my crops, and milk the cows.

I left the crops ‘til last, and I completely sped through the other chores so I could have enough time to get a good look at the irrigation systems, and, thankfully, they were still intact. The only damage that had been done was to the drip irrigation crops, where the goblins had either trampled the vegetables, or picked them up and threw them around.

The damage wasn’t too extensive, and all I’d need to do is clear out the ruined crops and replant them, but it wasn’t enough to fuck me and the rest of Gladewood over. There was plenty left for the harvest, and with that in mind, I let myself relax.

I needed to get Gertie ready for the festival, and I knew I had a bow somewhere among my mom’s things, so I headed back into the house and started going through all of the boxed stuff in the spare room closet.

Lo and behold, beneath a ton of old pictures and porcelain antique dolls, I found a big yellow bow Mom used to use as a makeshift belt whenever she wore her yellow sundresses.

It was adjustable, and it would fit Gertie perfectly, so I grabbed it and started to head back out to the cow pasture. I popped my head into my bedroom before I left and saw Fang was still sleeping peacefully on the bed. I chuckled softly and leaned against the doorway as I listened to him snore, and I knew I couldn’t wake up the little guy just to drag him to the festival.

I decided to leave him here. Usually, I would have left the front door open for him to leave the house as he’d please since I trusted him around my animals completely. The only thing stopping me from doing that today was the big chest of treasure still sitting on my dining table.

So, as I left the house, I locked it behind me and put the keys in my pocket. Once I figured out what to do with the treasure, I could start leaving Fang here more often with free range of the farm. Maybe him being here would prevent attacks like what we had last night. He was a guard dog, after all, and he hadn’t had a chance to really shine and protect this place on his own, since I’d been dragging him around with me on my little adventures.

I took the bow over to the cow pasture, and they all mooed in greeting as I climbed back over the fence.

“Gert!” I called out to the big cow who was grazing by the tree. “Come over here, girl!”

I held up the yellow bow high in the air, and the intrigued cow stretched her neck out and started to trot toward me.

“There she is.” I smiled as she finally stopped in front of me and dragged her hoof across the grass. “Today’s your big day, girl.”

I undid the bow and wrapped it around her thick neck. It stood out against her white and black spots, and it made her look incredibly cute. I knew she didn’t need this to win, and I kind of felt bad about entering and snatching up first place, because there was no way any of the other farmers had enough spare resources to have an animal this well-fed.

But I also didn’t want to pass up a night of free booze at the inn. Not to mention the festival sounded like a fun way to spend the day.

“Alright, Gertie,” I said as I fastened the yellow bow around her neck and started to retie it. “I hope you’re ready to show everyone how pretty you are.”

The cow mooed in response and shook her head back and forth as she got used to the feel of the bow around her neck. I chuckled and gave her a reassuring pat on her back.

“That’s my girl,” I said with a warm smile. “Let me go grab some rope to lead you. I don’t want you running off on me.”

Gertie nudged my back as I started to walk away from the pasture and to the barn. The place was still a mess from the goblins and the slime, but that would have to be a job for another day.

Thankfully, my tractor seemed fine, and I would bet good money on the goblins not knowing what to even do with such a huge machine. If something had happened to it, I genuinely think I would have shed a few manly tears.

I was unbelievably lucky, and I was starting to believe maybe the gods in this world had a soft spot for me or something. I wasn’t going to complain about having near misses, though. Especially not when I still felt new to this world and how it worked.

But I’d say, regardless, I was doing alright.

I managed to find a lengthy bit of rope, and I headed straight back for Gertie. I wrapped the rope around her neck and made a loose knot so I wouldn’t completely strangle her. Then I started to lead her out of the pasture, and I made sure to lock the gate behind me so the rest of the cows didn’t get any bright ideas.

Gertie mooed happily as I started to lead her out of the farm, and I knew she was probably enjoying the change of scenery. I can’t imagine how boring it would be to be a cow. Especially when all of Mystica and its strange wonders were right outside of your field.

Although, I guess a lot of those wonders had already infiltrated my farm, so it wasn’t like they were missing out on everything.

I led my cow down the trail and toward town. I had my Glock on me, as per usual, and I felt pretty damn secure after what Fang and I did last night. I wasn’t expecting any surprise attacks, especially since we eliminated one of the biggest threats that we’d come across yet.

The closer we got to town, the more I could hear the sound of bustling and chatter. Not to mention the soft sound of music floating through the streets and into the valley.

Gertie’s hooves clopped against the cobblestone as we walked over the threshold of town, and she lifted her head up as she listened to the sounds that were growing louder.

The streets had been decorated with homemade bunting hanging from the old windows of the houses bordering us. Small, delicate-looking flowers had been sprinkled all along the cobbled streets like confetti, and a live band-- the one from the Frostfyre the other night-- was playing on a small bandstand in front of the townhouse.

A handmade banner with the words ‘Happy Starfall’ painted onto it in black paint was hung up from two pillars on either side of the merry band, and it was clear these guys were really making the most out of a rare event.

The market stalls had been repurposed and used as displays for the other farmers’ crops, and white paint had been splashed on them to resemble stars. It kind of made me sad to see what they had propped up in wooden crates to be judged, and I was glad I’d only brought my cow with me.

The leaves on the carrots were at least green and a little shimmery, presumably from Starfall, but the carrots themselves still looked more like gnarled fingers than a vegetable, and I definitely did not want to rub salt in the wound by bringing my near-perfect ones.

There were a lot of faces behind the stalls that I didn’t recognize. No doubt these guys lived a little ways out of town but still participated to get a bit of social interaction.

There was a frail-looking halfling who was standing on two crates so he could peek over the table. His back was hunched, and he had droopy eyes and a sharp pointed nose. His long gray hair was pulled back into a bun, and his wrinkled face was covered in dirt.

His tired eyes slowly widened as I passed with Gertie. I nodded my head at him politely and smiled as we passed, but he seemed too shell-shocked to respond.

Next to his stall was a scarily-thin human woman. Her cheeks were gaunt, and her eyes looked hollow. Her skin was so pale that she looked like a goddamn ghost, and she had pitch-black hair slicked away from her face by grease and grime. Two black eyes blankly stared at me, and I felt a shudder run down my spine as I passed her.

There were a few other farmers of different races. An orc, who was the meatiest of all of the farmers and had a wide-set face and huge tusks protruding from his bottom jaw. There was an elven woman who looked just as thin as the other female farmer, but she didn’t look as ghostly or intimidating. Then there was a dwarven man who had brown curls on his head and a thick beard that was plaited and looked longer than him.

They all stared at me like I was a god walking on earth, and I gave each of them a polite smile as I passed. I wanted to make friends, not enemies, and I knew better than anyone what jealousy could do in this field of work. It wasn’t healthy, and in a place as small as Gladewood Crossing, toxicity like that would be super concentrated.

There were townspeople spread around everywhere, either looking at the stalls or talking among themselves. I could see a small table set up outside the Frostfyre Inn, and Bathilda was standing behind it handing out bowls of soup and tankards for a handful of coins in return.

She smiled at me as I passed and sent me a wink as she looked at Gertie.

“I take it I’ll be seeing you later, Noah from The States?” she asked.

“I don’t want to jinx it,” I joked. “We’ll see.”

“Yes, I’m sure we will,” the innkeeper drawled with a playful roll of her eyes.

A few other townspeople looked at me and Gertie with wide eyes as I led the cow down the entire street toward the bandstand. I could see Frederik at one of the very last stalls, and I offered him a wave and a smile, but his eyes were fixated on Gertie. His mouth fell open at the sight of her, and his eyes darted to a pen on the right of the bandstand that held around five somewhat malnourished-looking farm animals. It seemed Starfall had slightly increased their sizes, but they still looked too skinny.

There was a goat, two cows, one pig, and one sheep. I honestly felt bad for all of them, but I knew these farmers couldn’t help the fact that they were all starving.

“Ahh, Noah!” I heard Alden call out, and my head turned away from the sad-looking pen and to the Overseer, who was standing beside one of the stalls on the opposite side of the street.

“Hey, Alden,” I said as I waited for him to walk over to me.

The big half-orc clapped me on the shoulder, and I grunted from the force behind it.

“I’m glad you decided to come down,” he said with a wide grin that showed off his tusks. “And what a beauty you chose.”

“Gertie’s my pride and joy,” I agreed and patted her head. “Are those other farmers from further out of town?”

“Yes.” Alden nodded and spun around to look at the row of stalls. “You and Frederik are the closest. And then it’s Ingrid Greenglove, then Nikolas Bryynt, Brimble Brancher, Dock Nettleby, Primrose Galiin, and Thatch Irontop. They all live on the borders of Gladewood.”

“I don’t suppose goblins are an issue for them, are they?” I asked.

“Well, yes,” Alden said with an amused chuckle. “Being on the borders, they’re most susceptible to attacks.”

“Well, they aren’t gonna be a problem for a while,” I said as I patted Gertie’s side. “A band of goblins attacked my farm last night. Fang and I dealt with them accordingly.”

“You…” Alden’s eyes widened in realization. “You killed them all?”

“Yeah.” I nodded, and a proud smile tugged at my lips. “Fang tracked down the horde, and we found their cave and finished them off.”

“Hells below,” he mumbled in shock. “Noah… do you realize what you’ve done? How much you have saved?”

I shrugged as my smile turned bashful, and I could feel heat rush to my cheeks. I knew they’d be grateful, but hearing it said so sincerely really made me feel the weight of it.

“It was two birds with one stone,” I said dismissively. “I didn’t want them getting away with ransacking my farm, and I didn’t want them doing it to anyone else.”

“I… I honestly am in disbelief,” Alden said with a sharp laugh. “Did your farm suffer much? In the past, we’ve had entire settlements set alight and turned to cinders.”

“No, the damage isn’t too bad,” I reassured him. “And there’s still enough crops to feed Gladewood three times over.”

“Good.” Alden sighed in relief and put a warm hand on my shoulder, this time without almost dislocating it. “I’m very glad you’re here, Noah. Very glad indeed.”

“Alright, I’m gonna go put Gertie with the other animals,” I said. “Unless there was anything else?”

“Right… yes, you do that,” the green-skinned orc said with a slight nod. “Happy Starfall.”

I chuckled to myself as I left Alden to just stand there, and it was clear the Overseer was still a little surprised at the fact I’d managed to take out the goblins.

I started to lead Gertie over to the pen. The other animals made noises of surprise as I opened up the makeshift gate and pulled in the big cow. I tied her up to one of the posts, and I gave her one last head scratch before I left her and started to walk over to the area in front of the bandstand.

I wondered where Ellyn was, and if she was actually planning on coming. It didn’t seem like her to miss something like this, and just as I was about to start searching down the street, I felt hands wrap around my waist.

“There you are,” her voice said from behind me as she squeezed herself against my back. “I was wondering if you were gonna come.”

“Hey,” I said as I turned and wrapped my arm around her shoulder. “You’re not gonna believe the night I had last night.”

The blonde elf was wearing a white blouse, a dark brown skirt that reached past her knees, and worn brown boots that were slightly scuffed.

“What happened?” Ellyn asked with an excited gleam in her blue eyes.

“Goblins happened,” I said with a smirk. “A whole bunch of them on my farm.”

“What?” she gasped and cupped my face like she was looking for wounds. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? Are your animals? What about Fang--”

“El, calm down,” I chuckled and grabbed her hands from my face. “We’re all okay. Everyone is fine, especially Fang. The little guy is taking the day off after he helped me take out the entire horde.”

“You killed them all?” she whispered, and her eyes were wide with disbelief. “Noah, what?”

“Look, I have something to give to you,” I said as I carried on holding her hands and pulled them to my chest.

“It’s not a goblin head, is it?” she asked with a weary look.

“No, not a goblin head,” I said with a shake of my head. “Something much more classy than that.”

“Phew,” Ellyn sighed and pretended to wipe her brow. “I was worried there for a second.”

“Hey, come on, I’m not a heathen,” I said.

“That remains to be seen,” the elf teased. “So, when might I be finding out what you want to give me, my dearest Noah?”

“Well, my dearest Ellyn, I was thinking after I’ve had a few victory drinks at the Inn.” I smirked. “After the festival.”

“Someone seems sure he’s going to win,” Ellyn joked.

“Yeah, definitely,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “Not to toot my own horn, or anything but…”

I looked over at the pen, and Gertie stuck out like a sore thumb. The other animals were dwarfed beside her, and if you stuck all of them together, they still wouldn’t weigh the same as my cow.

“Aww, you put a bow on her!” Ellyn cooed and clasped her hands to her chest. “That’s so cute!”

“I wanted to make sure she looked extra good.” I shrugged.

“Well, it definitely worked,” the blonde said. “And there I was thinking it wasn’t possible.”

“Me, neither,” I chuckled before I looked around. “So, when does this thing get started?”

“I told Alden to wait for you,” Ellyn said. “We should be starting any minute now.”

“And what, exactly, do I do?” I asked with a nervous scratch to my neck. “Stand here and look pretty?”

“No, you lead Gertie down the street,” Ellyn explained with a giggle. “The ‘judges’ are lined up the entire way down. They’ll get a good look, and then you bring her back up here to hear the results.”

“That’s it?” I asked in surprise.

“That’s it.” the blonde elf shrugged. “We listen to the band and eat Bathilda’s stew while they decide, but that’s all there is to the festival. The fun part is usually what happens at the inn later.”

“And what about the vegetables?” I asked and pointed to the market stalls.

“They’ve already been judged,” Ellyn said. “Dock Nettleby won with his… questionable loaf of bread that he made from his own wheat.”

“Did he get a free night of drinking at the inn, too?” I asked.

“He sure did.” The farmhand nodded and folded her arms over chest. “You’re gonna have some competition over who can pass out the fastest.”

“Hey, I have no plans of drinking myself into a stupor,” I said with a wolfish grin. “But I’m gonna take advantage of the very generous prize.”

“And end up in a heap on the floor,” Ellyn added.

“Nope, no heaps on any floors,” I said and held my chin up high. “I will be a responsible adult and handle my alcohol.”

“Suuure,” the elf drawled. “You can tell me that tomorrow morning, how about that?”

“You really think I’m going to be so reckless?” I dramatically put my hand over my heart and gasped. “Ellyn, I’m hurt.”

“And I’m prophetic,” she replied feistily as she put her hands on her hips. “And you will most certainly end up like every other farmer who wins that prize every single year.”

“Ye of little faith,” I mumbled before I sighed deeply. “Alright, I guess we’ll have to see, won’t we?”

“That we will.” Ellyn nodded and smirked as a loud cowbell rang out and grabbed everyone’s attention. “It’s showtime.”

I looked around and could see the streets were a lot more full now. Groups of thin, malnourished people of all different races and sizes stood behind the market stalls and used them as a natural barrier. The main stretch of cobbled street was clear, and I guess that was our runway.

“Wish us luck,” I said with a teasing grin.

“Good luck,” Ellyn replied. “Not that you need it.”

“Is it immoral of me to go through with this?” I asked as I started to walk toward Gertie, along with the old halfling farmer, the orc, the elven woman, the scary black-haired woman, and Frederik.

Ellyn’s father sent me a sideways glance, but it was a lot less sharp than it would have been a few days ago.

In contrast, the strange human woman sent a white-hot glare in my direction as I stepped into the pen and led Gertie out by her rope, but it wasn’t difficult to understand why she had glared when she stepped into the pen and yanked out the frail-looking sheep. It bleated in protest, and I honestly thought she was gonna fling it into the air with how hard she was pulling at its lead.

The tall orc grabbed the pig that looked the best out of every animal in there, and he sent me a brief polite smile as he stood next to me. Then Frederik begrudgingly walked into the pen, grabbed the thin goat, and kept his head down as he joined the line. After that, the elven woman plastered a smile on her face and grabbed one of the cows, followed by the halfling who grabbed the other.

It wasn’t long before we were all lined up with our animals and faced the pathway that had been created for us. Gertie shifted on her hooves slightly in confusion, and I couldn’t blame her. She’d been cooped up in the farm her whole life, and now suddenly she was in a town, about to be paraded down the street.

“Alright, if I could have all of your attention!” Alden called out in a booming voice, which startled a few of the animals. “Apologies. It is now time for the best in show competition! Thanks to Starfall, they’re looking a little better than they did last year, which gives us all the more reason to celebrate!”

I could tell who hadn’t already seen Gertie on the way up from the chorus of gasps and mumbles about her as we passed. I looked at the townspeople bordering us, and I chuckled at the number of wide eyes. They really must have never seen a cow this healthy before, and it was kind of depressing when I really stopped to think about it, but it was nice that I’d given them the chance to see one now, I guess.

The crowd clapped politely but didn’t quite match Alden’s enthusiastic energy. Alden’s dark brown eyes darted across the two lines of people, and he cleared his throat loudly. In response, they clapped a little harder, and I heard a few hoots and hollers from somewhere down the line.

“That’s better,” he said with a slow nod. “Now, I know you have all heard me ramble on about this before, but I’ll do it again. This is truly a special year for our Farmers’ Festival. The gods have blessed us by giving us Starfall, and we can now reap its rewards, however small they may be.”

“Hear, hear!” some men in the crowd called out.

“We take what we can get here in Gladewood, and it warms my heart to see all of you out here today to celebrate not only Starfall, but our farmers who help keep our little town alive,” Alden said. “So, let us see what our good farmers have to offer. Farmers, one by one, lead your prized animal down the street and walk back here. We’ll go in height order, I think, so, Ingrid, lead the charge.”

The sharp-featured human remained stoic as she started to pull her little sheep down the cobbled street. It put up a fight, but she hissed something at it in a language I didn’t understand, and it eased up a little and started to walk with her.

“Frederik, you can go next,” Alden said with a wave of his hand.

The old farmer grumbled something under his breath and gave the leash a little tug before the goat started walking alongside him. Next up was Nikolas, the orc, with his pig, Chubbs. Then it was Brimble Brancher, the halfling and his cow, shortly followed by Primrose Galiin and her cow.

“Alright, Noah, you’re up,” Alden said with a warm smile. “Make sure they show her a lot of love down there.”

“You got it,” I chuckled and started to lead Gertie down the street.

As we walked, the band started to play a more upbeat and plucky tune, and the townspeople all nodded their heads in time to the music. Smiles lit up their faces as we passed, and it was clear this was something they all enjoyed.

I spotted Lucille, the child who’d approached me when I first got here and begged me for food, standing next to her mother, right at the edge of the crowd as we walked. Her face lit up as she saw me, and she waved at me with a cute little smile.

I waved back with a smile of my own, and I noticed she looked a little less gaunt than when she had when I first met her. Maybe her mom managed to buy some of my crops, or got some of the bottles of milk.

At that moment, I felt a rush of pride at what I was doing here. Sure, this festival was an excuse for me to show off my best cow, but everything else I was doing was to help the people of Gladewood have a better life. It was still early days, but if I could make Lucille smile, I knew I was doing something right.

I kept walking Gertie down the street, and the further we got, the quieter the music became. The people down here were just as excited and uplifted, though, especially when they saw me and Gert.

Ingrid did a sharp turn as we reached the end of the street, and the amount of people died down indicating that we had to turn back. She scowled at me as she passed, and I had to fight to hold down a laugh.

Part of me kinda felt bad, but another part of me was really enjoying this.

The walk back was met with just as many smiles, and even Gertie seemed to be enjoying the love she was getting. A lot of people cooed at her, and I heard numerous mumbled comments of ‘she’s so pretty,’ and ‘I’ve never seen a cow that big before!’ It was endearing, and it made me feel like a proud farm dad.

As we reached Alden’s grinning face again, the orc raised his hands up in the air. The band stopped playing, and the crowd’s clapping immediately ceased.

“The judges have made their decision,” Alden said. “In last place--”

“Oh, give it up, Alden!” Frederik shouted with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Just tell him he’s the winner!”

“Father!” Ellyn complained from beside the bandstand. “Don’t spoil the fun!”

“I’m not, but we all know who hasn’t won, and I’d rather keep some semblance of pride,” the old elf grumbled.

“You can have a drink on me, Fred, how about that?” the Overseer asked with a wide grin.

“That might make me more agreeable,” Frederik replied with a roll of his shoulders and a subtle smile that disappeared almost as soon as it formed.

“Very well.” Alden nodded and cleared his throat. “In last place is Frederik Arakiin.”

“Surprise, bloody surprise,” he sighed. “I’ll see you in the Frostfyre, Alden.”

“That you will, Frederik,” the half-orc said.

Frederik led his goat back to the pen and tied it up before he started to walk toward the inn. Meanwhile, Alden announced that Ingrid was in fifth place, Primrose in fourth, Brimble in third, and Nikolas in second. Each farmer took their animal back to the pen before they either came back to their original positions or headed straight for the inn.

“Now, that leaves us with one farmer left, and I’m sure it comes as no surprise,” the Overseer said with a deep chuckle. “The winner of this year’s Farmers’ Festival, and the lucky son of a bitch who will be drinking at Bathilda’s all night, is our farmer from the sky, Noah Dawson!”

The crowd erupted in a chorus of cheers, and I broke out into a huge grin as I heard my name being called out like a Sunday hymn. The same delicate flowers I’d seen on the ground were thrown into the air and rained down all around us as townspeople pulled handfuls out of their pockets.

“Well done, Noah,” Alden said with a warm smile. “Well done, indeed.”

Nikolas, the huge orc, slapped his hand on my shoulder with a toothy grin before he stuck his other hand out for me to shake.

“And well earned,” he said in a gruff voice that sounded like scraping gravel with your boot. “Congratulations, ser. And happy Starfall.”

“Thanks,” I said with a polite nod. “Nice to meet you, by the way.”

“And you.” Nikolas barked out a laugh before he started to head for the inn along with the other farmers.

“Noah!” Ellyn called out before she pushed through the few townspeople that had moved in front of her and ran straight into my arms.

I stumbled back a little as I caught her, and I let out a grunt as I wrapped my arms around her waist.

“Congratulations,” she whispered into my ear as she squeezed me tightly. “And to Gertie, of course.”

“Of course,” I laughed.

Ellyn pulled back just enough so she could look at me, and before I knew it, her lips were on mine in a soft, gentle kiss. The people surrounding us cheered, and even Alden clapped his hands with a hearty laugh.

I thanked Christ Frederik had already gone inside, and I took advantage of his lack of presence and wrapped my arms even tighter around Ellyn’s waist.

She pulled away after a few long moments with a dazzling smile, but I leaned forward and captured her lips once again.

“Hey, savior!” I heard a familiar voice call out from somewhere in the crowd, and I pulled away from Ellyn again to see who it was.

Tirii waved her hand at me from the sideline, and I saw Sirus standing behind her with a grin on his face. I grabbed Ellyn’s hand and led her over to the two siblings.

“Glad to see you walking on your ankle,” I commented.

“Just about,” the human scoffed and wiggled her foot in front of her. “We couldn’t miss the festival, though.”

“Not for the world,” Sirus added.

“Did you bring your brothers?” I asked.

“They’re around here somewhere,” Tirii said as she looked around the crowd before she focused her attention back on me. “Should’ve known you’d win this thing.”

“Was there ever any doubt?” I joked.

“Smug as ever, I see,” the brunette fired back playfully.

“You really did earn this, Noah,” Sirus said with a warm smile. “And you deserve a whole night of free booze because of it.”

“Thanks, Sirus.” I grinned. “I appreciate that.”

“So, are you ready to head to the inn?” Alden asked as he made his way over to us all. “I’m sure Bathilda’s already poured you a pint.”

“I should probably take Gertie back before anything,” I said as I looked back at my prized cow behind us. “I don’t want to leave her out here.”

“We’ll take her back for you,” Alden said as he patted my shoulder in reassurance. “We can’t have you missing a single minute of your prize.”

“Alden, I don’t wanna put you out--”

“Don’t be silly, Noah,” the Overseer said. “Wilbur and I will take her back, and we’ll make sure she gets home safe and sound.”

“You should let them take her, Noah,” Ellyn said. “You deserve a little break after all your hard work recently.”

“Yeah, and we’re in need of someone who can keep up with us and our drinking,” Tirii said with a smirk.

“You guys are staying?” I asked in surprise. “What about your brothers?”

“Stanek’s on babysitting duty for tonight,” Sirus said. “The boys know not to muck around while we’re not there, so don’t worry.”

“Fair enough,” I snorted. “Well, in that case, I suppose I better make your night off a good one.”

“That you will,” Tirii said as she looped her arm through mine. “Ellyn, would you mind helping me escort our winning farmer to the inn?”

“Of course, Yitirii,” Ellyn replied and looped her arm through mine, too. “Lead the way.”

I was pulled away from Alden before I had a chance to protest, and I could hear the Overseer laughing loudly behind us. Getting dragged to an inn for a night of free booze by two of the most beautiful women in Gladewood wasn’t exactly something I could complain about, though, so I let them pull me into the bustling inn with a wide grin on my face.

“Three cheers for our winner!” Bathilda called out as soon as we walked in the door.

The patrons in the inn all burst into thunderous applause, and the room filled with deep voices all cheering for me. Having the spotlight on me like this felt weird, but it also felt right.

And I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel good.

“Here you are, winner,” Bathilda said and held up a tankard. “The first of many.”

“Not too many, though,” I said as I took the tankard from her. “Thank you.”

“No thanks needed,” the innkeeper said with a shake of her head. “It’s my honor.”

I smiled and raised my tankard up into the air before taking a long swig. Then I felt Ellyn tug on my elbow, and I let the elf lead me to a table in the corner. We passed Frederik who was sitting at the bar, and he raised his tankard at me with a small nod. That was the most I was going to get out of him as a congratulations, so I took it in stride.

The band from earlier started to file in with their various instruments, and the inn let out another chorus of cheers as they made their way up to the small stage and started playing.

“This will do nicely, I think,” Ellyn said as she sat down on one of the barrels. “A good view of everyone--”

“And not too far from the bar,” Tirii added with a smirk as she sat down next to the blonde.

“That’s the most important thing,” Sirus laughed and sat down next to his sister.

I sat across from them and next to Ellyn, and I chuckled as I put my tankard on the table. As I got more comfortable in my seat, though, I could feel something pressing into my leg in my pocket. I fished my hand in and touched the necklace I had picked out for Ellyn, and I nervously closed my fist around it.

Now didn’t feel like the right time to give her it, and I didn’t want to make Sirus and Tirii feel awkward by watching us, so I left it in my pocket and cleared my throat.

“Alright, then, Noah,” Tirii said as she waved to one of the barmaids walking around and held up three fingers. “I want to hear more about where you came from.”

“There’s a lot to tell,” I said with a puff of laughter. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“Start with the best bit,” the human said with a wolfish grin.

I sighed and started to wrack my brain for what could be considered the best bit about my world, and I decided to start with grocery stores, and Tirii, Ellyn, and Sirus all listened intently until they got their own tankards of ale and became more and more rowdy.

The night carried on in a drunken blur, but I managed to stay sober enough to listen to the intriguing stories Tirii and Sirus told. Some were definitely intricately crafted fictions made to get either a gasp or a laugh out of us, but some were sweet stories about their childhood and adventures they’d embarked on over the years. I’d never seen Ellyn so animated as she listened in, and she even chimed in from time to time to say her piece.

I smiled into my flagon as I watched them all talk and laugh together across the table.

Friends.

These people were my friends.

And I was sure as hell glad I’d found ones as good as them in this strange world.


Chapter Sixteen

My head thrummed, and my eyes felt like they were glued shut. I groaned as I tried to open them, and I felt my head roll on something hard. I slowly lifted my head up, even though it felt like it weighed a ton, and I was immediately hit with a wave of nausea.

“Oh, my god,” I mumbled as I slowly opened my eyes and winced at the bright sunlight coming from somewhere.

Hazy confusion made me blink a few times as I processed that I was looking down at a wooden table, but then reality quickly started to catch up with me. It was like a light switch was flipped on, and I suddenly remembered where I was.

I was still in the Frostfyre. And the once lively and busy inn was now completely empty. Save for me.

“Good morning, sunshine,” I heard Bathilda say from somewhere behind me.

I slowly turned my head like an owl and groaned as the sunlight from the windows burned my retinas. Bathilda was standing at the bar and wiping it down with an old rag, and as she saw me wince, she chuckled softly to herself.

“You certainly took advantage of that prize, Noah from The States, let me tell you now,” she said.

“Oh, god,” I said as I slowly pushed myself out of my seat and started to shuffle my way over to her. “Bathilda, I am so sorry.”

“Don’t be silly.” The old innkeeper waved me off with a smile. “I’ve certainly dealt with worse than you. And trust me, you’ve got to expect it if you run an inn.”

“How… How many did I end up drinking?” I asked as I ran a hand through my hair and braced myself against the bar with the other one.

“Oh, I lost count at some point,” Bathilda said. “But enough to make winning the competition worthwhile.”

“Jesus,” I grumbled under my breath. “I should really get back. I feel like death.”

“Have something to eat first,” she said as she tapped her long nails against the bar. “You need something in your belly after all that.”

I was finding it hard to argue, and I wasn’t gonna pass up a potential hangover cure. So, I sat down on one of the barstools extra slowly and waited for the innkeeper to bring out whatever she had. She disappeared through a door behind the bar and came out a few minutes later with a bowl of steaming stew. When she placed it in front of me, I groaned, and I immediately ducked my head down so I could smell it better.

“Bathilda, that smells amazing,” I said.

“That’s your produce in there,” she said with a wink. “As well as a few special family secrets, of course.”

“Of course,” I repeated with a tired smile, and I picked up the spoon in the bowl and shoved it into my mouth.

I don’t know whether it was the hangover, general hunger, or just the stew in general, but it tasted like heaven in my mouth, and I almost fell off my stool as I chewed.

“Steady on now,” Bathilda chuckled. “Don’t want you repeating last night.”

“I fell off my stool?” I asked through a mouthful of stew.

“Plenty of times,” the innkeeper said. “Ellyn and Tirii had to haul you back up. It was quite amusing to watch, mind you.”

“I’m glad someone found it amusing,” I said through a bashful laugh. “When did they go home?”

“They stayed as long as they could after closing,” she said as she carried on wiping down the bar. “Sirus was going to carry you home, but I told him he could just leave you here. We did try to get you onto one of my cots, but you were quite adamant that you wanted to stay at that table and on that stool.”

“Not embarrassing at all,” I snorted.

“Oh, it made our nights,” Bathilda said with a soft chuckle. “Ellyn and Tirii were anxious about leaving you. It took Sirus practically dragging them both out to get them to leave and go back home.”

“Did Ellyn walk back on her own?” I frowned.

“No, Sirus and Tirii walked her back,” Bathilda reassured me. “She got home safe and sound.”

“Good.” I sighed in relief and shoved another spoonful into my mouth.

I was already starting to feel better, which was good, because I was dreading the walk home in such a fragile state. I still had shit to do, and doing the chores around the farm hungover sounded like hell.

“You’ve got some good friends, Noah,” the gray-haired woman said. “I’m glad you’ve made some like that. And in such a short amount of time, too.”

“Me, too,” I said with a soft smile at the thought of them. “I got really lucky, I guess.”

“Good people attract good people.” Bathilda shrugged. “It’s hardly a surprise you’d find those as kind as you.”

“Thanks, Bathilda,” I said. “That’s… very sweet of you.”

“Just being honest,” the innkeeper said and held her hands up. “I’m good at being honest. Which is why I’ll tell you that you look like the hells shat you out.”

“Thanks.” I laughed heartily. “You just confirmed my suspicions.”

“It’s evidence of a good night, is what I say,” Bathilda chuckled. “Now, eat your stew and get back to that farm of yours. I’m sure we’ll see you sometime soon.”

“Maybe not for a night as… heavy as last night,” I said as I felt my head thrum again.

“We’ll see about that,” the gray-haired woman said with a smirk. “See yourself out, dear. I’ve got to get started on a few things out back.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “And thank you, Bathilda, for letting me stay.”

“I couldn’t kick out our best farmer, now, could I?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’ll see you soon, Noah.”

The innkeeper threw the rag over her shoulder and went through the door behind the bar again. I finished up the stew, and by the time the bowl was clean, I was starting to feel a little bit better. Or at least, enough that I was convinced I could walk home.

I don’t know if I could ever drink ale again after this, but then again, I didn’t really have much of a choice for other alcohols out here in the sticks.

Eventually, I mustered up enough courage to stand up from my stool, and I took a few shaky steps toward the door. I shook my arms out at my side and cracked my neck from left to right in an attempt to get my head in the game, and then I started to walk with more confidence.

I was a firm believer in fake it until you make it, and I did not want anyone to see me look fragile.

I really hoped I didn’t embarrass myself too much last night, and I’d have to get Ellyn to tell me everything that happened. The elf wouldn’t lie to me, and I knew she’d take any opportunity to tease me about my behavior, so she was who I’d have to get the gossip from.

The bright sun almost blinded me as I stepped outside, and I held a hand up in front of my eyes to try and block some of the relentless onslaught. After I’d somewhat acclimatized, I started to slowly walk down the cobbled street. Every step I took felt like my legs were about to give out, but I took my time.

The vendors were already starting to set up their market stalls, and as I passed, their faces lit up.

“Good morning, Noah!” one of them called out.

“Noah, good to see you,” another said as I passed.

“Well done on winning yesterday, Noah!” another called out.

I responded accordingly to each of them, but I couldn’t help the warmth in my chest that definitely wasn’t from the hangover. These folk were greeting me by name, and I felt like I was really becoming part of this community. The fear they had originally felt toward me seemed to have vanished, and I felt a bit of relief at that. I don’t know how I’d be able to cope if these guys never got used to me, but now, I was really starting to feel at home.

I eventually walked out of the town and started the trek up the hill and through the Mist Woods. I still had my Glock, which I was thankful for, but I’d started to get used to the walk through the strange woodland now. Not to mention, there wasn’t gonna be any goblin bandits sneaking up on me any time soon, so that thought comforted me, too.

In fact, I kinda enjoyed walking through there. The momentary shrouding of sunlight did me wonders, and I didn’t feel as anxious going through here on my own, which was a welcome development.

But the thick canopy above me quickly disappeared as I reached my farm, and I was blasted with a face full of sunlight once again. I groaned as I trudged up the trail to my farm, and I wanted nothing more than to climb into my bed and stay there all day. Even though I knew I couldn’t, the thought alone was dangling in front of me like a juicy red apple that I wanted to take a bite of.

My stomach grumbled as I thought of fruit, and I was gonna have to make a hefty meal at some point today if I was gonna live to see the sunset.

I fished my keys out of my pocket as I made my way into my farm, and I checked the cow pen to see if Alden had got Gertie home safe. The precious cow was happily grazing in the pasture, and I let out a small sigh of relief. The rest of my animals were all good, too, and I could hear the sprinklers going off in the fields behind my house.

I was glad everything hadn’t fallen apart in the one night I’d spent away, and I opened the front door to be greeted by Fang, who was wagging his tail at me.

“Hey, buddy,” I said as I went to crouch down, but I stopped with a grimace. “No, no, no. Definitely can’t do that.”

I felt the blood rush to my head and make it throb, so I stayed standing and opened my arms to him.

“You’re gonna have to come up here if you want some hugs, bud,” I said.

Fang yipped and jumped up into my arms. The little wolf immediately started licking my face, and I laughed with a closed mouth at his relentless barrage of kisses.

“Alright, alright, I missed you, too,” I said as I pulled him away a little. “Sorry you had to spend the night on your own.”

Fang whined and licked my chin one more time before he started to wag his tail. I chuckled and rubbed his head as I held him against my chest. This was just what the doctor ordered, and I never thought fussing over a wolf pup could be a good hangover cure, but I guess anything was possible in Mystica.

Like a chorus of wolf howls suddenly echoing from outside.

My blood ran cold, and any semblance of hangover vanished in a second as my body went into fight-or-flight mode. Fang stilled in my arms, too, and his ears started going crazy as he tried to discern where the sound was coming from.

I stayed still as I let out a shuddering breath, and as I peeked out one of my windows, my eyes darted around the perimeter of my fence.

And then I saw them.

There was a whole pack of crystal-white wolves with sparkling fur approaching the entrance of my farm. They weren’t prowling or stalking, but the fact they were so close and quickly getting closer made my heart almost stop.

Before I could even think about doing anything, Fang leaped out of my arms, sprinted out the open front door, and started racing toward them with a vicious snarl. I didn’t even have time to try and stop him, and my mind was debating between grabbing my rifle or running after him.

He was fast, and in the time it would take for me to grab it, he would have already reached them, and I wouldn’t be able to help him. So, I let my instincts take over, and I started sprinting after my wolf as fast as I could.

There was nothing else on my mind right now, only Fang and protecting him and my farm, and I managed to pull my Glock out of its holster as I started barreling toward them.

“Fang!” I shouted desperately. “Fang, wait!”

The pup had stopped just in front of the gate and was snapping his jaws and snarling in warning for the other wolves not to get any closer.

They were still just standing there, though. They were so calm it was unsettling, and I felt a shiver run down my spine as the biggest wolf at the head of the pack looked at me.

His bright blue eyes pierced through my soul, and I skidded to a halt a little behind Fang. I could hardly breathe, and the grip on my gun faltered a little as I tried to figure out what they were doing and what they wanted.

If they wanted to attack, they would have. But they were just… there.

Fang snarled again, but then the biggest wolf lowered his head and took a step forward. Fang suddenly stopped his snarling and tilted his head to one side, and it was like they were silently communicating. I had no idea how, but then it hit me.

White fur.

White fur that sparkled.

These weren’t like the strange wolf I’d seen in the woods with its smiling mouth and glowing red eyes on my first day here. These wolves looked like Fang.

Ellyn’s words echoed in my mind from when she’d first met him. ‘This breed of wolf is very rare,’ she’d told me. ‘They usually roam around the Snowy Mountains.’

“Oh, my god,” I mumbled in realization.

They had come all this way to find him. They’d come all this way to bring him back to where he belonged.

My shoulders drooped at the thought of Fang leaving me. Even though we hadn’t known each other for long, I loved the little guy, and he’d become just as much a part of this farm as any of my other animals. In fact, maybe even more. But I couldn’t keep him away from his family, even if the selfish part inside of me wanted to.

Fang still had his head tilted to one side as the larger wolf continued to silently communicate with him. I felt my heart lurch as he took another step toward us and pulled his head to one side, as if he was motioning for Fang to follow.

I felt tears prick at my eyes, but I knelt down on the ground and put my gun back in its holster.

“Fang,” I said softly, and the little wolf turned his head to look at me with wide eyes. “It’s okay. You can go with them. You can go home.”

Fang didn’t make a sound as he continued to look at me with those bright blue eyes, and I could have sworn I could see a shimmer of tears in them. I nodded my head and gave him a tight-lipped smile.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “You can go.”

Fang just kept on looking at me with those big blue eyes, and I frowned in confusion. Why wasn’t he going? Why wasn’t he choosing to go back with his family?

But then I realized he didn’t want to go. If he did, he would have booked it over that fence and gone already.

He… wanted to stay.

The big white wolf in front of us let out a sad huff and bowed his head as he realized, too, what his little pup wanted. Then, one by one, the wolves turned around and started walking toward the Mist Woods, until only the largest remained.

I stayed kneeling down as he looked right at me, and I felt my breath hitch in my throat. He nodded at me, almost like a silent request to take care of his pup. The fact he was letting Fang choose threw me off, and the fact he was silently communicating with me to make sure he was okay was even more crazy.

But I knew that was what he was asking. It was in his eyes. They were just as soulful and emotive as Fang’s, and I could see how much he was silently pleading with me.

I nodded back as firmly as I could, and I tried to convey just how much I cared for Fang. That I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him. That I would protect him.

The wolf let out a deep sigh before he nodded again and turned to walk with the rest of his pack. Fang and I didn’t move until he had reached the treeline, and the wolf turned back to look at us one last time before he disappeared.

I let out a shuddering breath and fell down onto my ass, and Fang turned around and ran at me. I caught him in my arms and fell back against the ground as I held him. He licked at my chin like he had done when I’d first come home, but it felt different this time. It was like he was thanking me, or something.

I petted his head and held him close to me as I felt the adrenaline rushing through me start to die down. I still couldn’t wrap my head around what the hell had just happened, and it all felt like some kind of crazy hangover dream.

He had stayed.

He’d chosen to stay.

“I’m gonna take real good care of you, buddy,” I whispered into his fur as I carried on holding him. “I promise.”

Fang barked and licked my face again, and I chuckled as I wiped away my tears.

“Alright, alright, what do you say we eat some breakfast and then get outta here for a little bit?” I asked as I composed myself. “Have a little run around in the forest?”

Fang yipped and jumped off me at the speed of light, and I quickly picked myself off the ground.

“I’ll take that as a firm yes,” I joked as I started to lead the way back to the house.

I made us a good hearty breakfast, and it was the last bit of healing I needed to get rid of my hangover. Thankfully, the whole wolf thing had shaken most of it out of me, but you could never go wrong with having a plate full of bacon, sausages, and eggs, even if I did already have a belly full of stew.

Fang wolfed it down in seconds and sat watching me take my time with mine. I gave him a few extra bits of bacon before I got up and quickly got dressed. I made sure to take out Ellyn’s necklace that I still had in my pocket and left it on top of my drawers. Then I splashed some water on my face to really make sure I was back to the land of the living, before Fang and I went outside to quickly do the chores around the farm.

After those were done, I grabbed my varmint rifle, and we set off for the Mist Woods. The place really wasn’t as daunting as it was when I first came here, and I figured it was a pretty interesting place to go for a walk with my wolf. Enough time had passed that I wasn’t concerned about us stumbling across Fang’s family, but I needed to get out of the house today.

Fang trotted at my side happily as we walked through the shimmering woods, and he sniffed at various flora that interested him. Sometimes, he’d gag and sneeze from the smell, and it was pretty hilarious to watch him just carry on and do it again a few minutes later.

We’d made it a considerable distance into the woods when I heard the sound of a familiar voice hissing profanities. Fang noticed it, too, and he tilted his head to one side before he started walking toward it. I followed close behind him with a knowing smile, and eventually, we ran right into Tirii, who was holding a bow and had a quiver strapped to her back.

“Not caught in any snares today?” I asked as we both approached her.

Her head snapped over to us, and her brown eyes widened in momentary surprise before she let out a deep breath.

“You scared the shit out of me!” she huffed. “And no, I’m not planning on getting caught in any snares again any time soon.”

“Good to know,” I chuckled.

“I’m glad to see you’re alive,” Tirii teased as her gaze swept over me. “Sirus and I thought you’d be stuck in the Frostfyre for at least two days with the way you were throwing back ales last night.”

“Don’t remind me,” I groaned. “I don’t actually know how I’m functioning right now.”

Tirii tipped her head back in laughter, and I felt my heart flutter at the sight. She was wearing black pants and black knee-high boots, and on top, she had a black long-sleeved blouse that was ruffled and cut off just above her wrists. Her long brown hair was tied back in a half-up half-down ponytail, and she looked radiant from the light of the sun that beamed down into the glade.

“How’s hunting going?” I asked and pointed to the bow she was holding.

“Maybe it’s the alcohol, but not great,” she said with a puff of laughter. “I’ve caught one rabbit.”

“Ouch.” I winced. “Well, you’ve caught one more than me.”

“Have you ever hunted before?” she asked. “With a bow, I mean.”

“No, not with a bow and arrow,” I said as I slung the rifle down and chuckled.

“Do you want to try?”

Her question took me by surprise, and my eyes flickered up to hers. She seemed genuine, and she had a half-smile on her face and a raised eyebrow.

“You’d show me?” I asked as I rested my rifle against the bark of one of the trees.

“Sure.” She shrugged. “I’ve got nothing better to do, apparently.”

“Wowwww,” I drawled playfully. “That was rude.”

“Do you wanna learn or not?” the human asked as she put her hand on her hip.

I let out a deep dramatic sigh before my shoulders slumped.

“Yes,” I said plainly.

“That’s what I thought,” she hummed with a smug look before she walked over to me. “Alright, have you ever held a bow before?”

“Yeah, once upon a time,” I said as I took it from her hands.

It was a longbow, and it was made of dark black wood, no doubt from some magical tree in these parts that we didn’t have back home. It felt sturdy in my hands, and when I pulled the string back, it was taut. It was a good bow, and I knew it would do some serious damage.

“The rabbits graze in the opening there,” Tirii said as she pulled a stone-tipped arrow out of her quiver and handed it to me. “It’s a waiting game, and patience is key.”

“Right.” I nodded, took the arrow from her hands, and nocked it on the string.

“Be careful of the fletching,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me and started to position my grip on the bow a little better. “You mess them up, and the arrow won’t go far enough to hit your target. And it will make you look like an idiot.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I snorted.

The fletching was made out of gorgeous green and black feathers that looked iridescent in this light.

“What animal is this from?” I asked as I admired it.

“A Fell Bird,” she said. “Hard to come by in these parts. Sirus had to travel to Great Hillwyrd to get them a few years ago.”

“Well, they’re awfully pretty,” I commented. “Expensive?”

“I never said he bought them.” Tirii smirked devilishly, and I felt my heart thud against my ribs.

She had her chest pressed against my back, her arms were still touching mine, and the distance between our faces was only there because I was taller than her.

“Fair enough,” I managed to say in a clear voice.

“Alright, crouch down and walk a little closer to the opening, but try and stay near the bushes,” she instructed me and moved back from me.

The lack of pressure and heat against my back made an involuntary shiver run down my spine, but I shook my head to keep myself focused. I did as she instructed and crouched down, and I started creeping closer to the opening.

Fang went to follow me, but I shook my head before he could take a step forward.

“Stay there, bud,” I said. “I don’t want you scaring off the prey.”

Fang whined but laid down flat on his belly. Tirii chuckled at the cute wolf’s behavior before she crouched down next to me.

“When it’s time, draw the arrow back, take a deep breath, and release,” the brunette said. “It’s that simple. Just make sure you aim for the prey.”

“You know, I wouldn’t have thought of that,” I said sarcastically.

“Shut up,” she giggled and playfully pushed my shoulder. “Stay focused. There’s no knowing how long we might have to wait.”

“Got it,” I mumbled as I kept my eyes trained on the glade in front of us.

It was a welcome change from the rest of the forest. Luscious green grass spread across an oval shape that was bare of any tall trees, which allowed the sun above us to shine down and illuminate the space.

I shifted my weight on my feet so my legs wouldn’t go numb, and I let out another deep breath as I concentrated on what was in front of me.

Time seemed to blur, and for I don’t even know how long, all I could hear was the sound of our breathing and the other critters of the forest existing. The glade was barren of any life, apart from birds that ducked into the open space and flew straight back out again.

But then I spotted a patch of gray hopping out of the dark thicket directly in front of us. I felt my breath hitch in my throat, but Tirii’s hand gently touched my shoulder.

“Stay focused,” she mumbled. “Aim.”

I tilted the bow to the side as I pointed the arrow directly at the rabbit, who was happily grazing in front of us.

“Draw,” she said softly.

I pulled on the bowstring, and the wood groaned beneath my hand. The draw weight was insane, and Tirii must have some serious muscles in order to do this every day. I kept the arrow steady as I carried on pointing it at my prey.

“Now, breathe,” she whispered. “In and out.”

I did as she asked, and I breathed in through my nose deeply before letting out the long breath through my mouth.

“And let go.”

I released the string, and the arrow whirred through the air, faster than I could even comprehend. Somehow, the arrow hit the rabbit square in the eye, and it fell down against the grass as its life was snuffed out in one fatal shot.

I couldn’t believe it, and I don’t think Tirii could, either.

“Hells below,” the human muttered with wide eyes. “Are you sure you haven’t used a bow before?”

“One hundred percent,” I said as I handed it back to her. “Trust me, I’m just as surprised as you are.”

“Well, shit, Noah,” Tirii scoffed. “I might have to get you out here more often.”

I playfully rolled my eyes and started to walk toward the rabbit. I pulled it up with the arrow. It was a pretty big rabbit, and it was definitely pulling down on the arrow as I carried it over to Tirii. She took it from my hands, and she carefully pulled the arrow from its eye and put it back into her quiver behind her with one hand as she inspected the rabbit with the other.

“That shot was more than impressive,” she said as she took it over to a brown satchel laid against a tree root and stuffed it inside. “Want to give it another go?”

“Do you think I can?” I asked with a smirk.

“Yeah, I think you can,” she scoffed. “Here. Same thing again. Nock your arrow, get real low, and wait. Patience is a virtue.”

I took the bow from her and carefully nocked the arrow she held out for me. My fingers brushed against the fletching as I got ready to pull it back, and we both crouched low to the ground.

I couldn’t get over how good it felt to have Tirii so close to me. Just her presence filled me with confidence, and I was still reeling from having hit the rabbit in the eye.

“There,” she whispered next to my ear as she pointed across the glade. “Do you see it?”

I looked back at her, and we were almost cheek to cheek. I got distracted looking at her features rather than whatever it was that was in front of us. Her dark brown eyes flickered to mine, and I could see the faintest smirk tug at the corner of her plump lips.

“In front of you, Noah,” she whispered again. “Not behind.”

I chuckled and turned my head to look back at the glade. It was hard to concentrate when she was right there, pressing against me, but I wanted to get her another rabbit.

And showing off in the process was an extra bonus.

My eyes darted around the lush green grass as I tried to pick out a hint of gray, and then I saw it. It was another rabbit feasting on some of the grass, not too far from where I’d killed the other one.

“Draw it back,” Tirii said softly against my ear. “Aim. Breathe. Release.”

I followed her instructions and drew the arrow back, and I heard the bow groan as I did so. Tirii moved away from me as I aimed at the rabbit, and I let out a deep breath before I let the arrow fly through the air.

It hit the target again, but this time in the stomach. The rabbit screamed as it collapsed to the ground, and I slowly stood up and handed the bow back to her again.

“Guess I’m a natural,” I said playfully.

“I guess you are.” Tirii smirked as she put the bow over her shoulders. “Go on, claim your prize.”

I jogged over to the rabbit and picked it up. This one was meatier than the last, so I had to support its weight with my hand as I made my way back over to the human and handed it to her.

“Damn, Noah,” she said as she held up the rabbit and admired its size. “You sure you don’t wanna move in with us and take up hunting?”

“A charming offer, but I’ll have to decline,” I said with a soft smile.

“Well, I’ll skin these for you, and you can keep them,” she said as she pulled the arrow out and slipped it into her quiver. “You’ll be eating good tonight, that’s for sure.”

“Hey, no way,” I immediately protested. “You guys need them more than me.”

“You caught them, it’s only fair you eat them.” Tirii shrugged as she picked up her satchel and put the other rabbit inside of it. “Especially with it being your first kill with a bow.”

“Tirii, I’m not taking those rabbits off you,” I said firmly.

“Well, we’re clearly at an impasse then,” she said just as defiantly and squared her shoulders with a grin.

“Fine,” I huffed out a sigh. “How about this? We go back to my farm, we cook up something good with the rabbits, and you can take home the leftovers for your brothers?”

“Hmm, that sounds… fair,” she mused. “You’ve got a deal.”

“Good.” I nodded and picked up my rifle from the ground. “Then let’s get going.”

Tirii chuckled to herself as she started to lead the way, and I couldn’t help but admire her incredible figure as she walked ahead of us. Fang nipped playfully at my jeans, like he knew what I was doing, and I waved him off.

“Shut up,” I grumbled playfully before I started following the human deeper into the woods.

I was surprised she knew where she was going. It was like she knew these woods like the back of her hand, and it wasn’t long before we were back at my farm. I suppose being a hunter in these woods meant having to know the layout and its surrounding areas, and that included my farm. Getting lost in the Mist Woods did not sound like fun, even if it did feel less daunting going in there.

As we started walking up the trail leading to the entrance of the Dawson farm in peaceful silence, I spotted a figure waiting outside the house. I could recognize the pale blonde hair from anywhere, and as we opened the gate, Ellyn waved.

“He’s alive, Ellyn!” Tirii called out to the elf as approached. “It’s another miracle!”

“It would seem so!” Ellyn called back, and her giggles echoed around the farm. “I was worried you hadn’t made it back this morning.”

“It was close!” I shouted. “But I made it.”

Fang ran the rest of the distance and jumped up into Ellyn’s arms. The elf stumbled from his weight, and she almost dropped the basket she was holding as she wrapped her arm around him.

“Hey, Fang,” she greeted him with a soft smile and let him lick her face.

Tirii and I stopped just in front of the porch steps and watched Fang wet her face with his tongue.

“Have you two been hunting?” Ellyn asked as she tried to hold her head out of the way of Fang’s relentless attack.

“Yeah, I showed Noah how to use a bow,” Tirii confirmed. “Turns out, he’s a natural.”

“Why am I not surprised?” the elf drawled and placed Fang down on the ground. “Did you catch anything good?”

“Two rabbits,” I said. “I offered to cook something for Tirii to take back to her brothers.”

“Well, I suppose fates align,” Ellyn said with a smile as she showed us her basket.

There were a few small carrots and leeks inside that looked quite healthy. The leaves weren’t as wilted, and they weren’t as crooked as the carrots I’d seen at the market stalls.

“It’s not much, but I wanted to bring you something to say thank you for your help with the irrigation,” the blonde elf said bashfully. “So…”

“So…” I repeated.

“So, it’s perfect timing,” Tirii said as she started walking up the steps. “We can put our ingredients together and make a hearty meal.”

“Yeah?” I asked. “That sounds like a pretty good idea to me.”

“Then let’s get started,” Ellyn said as she excitedly bobbed up and down on the balls of her feet.

“After you, Ellyn,” Tirii said in a regal voice, and she gestured to the door.

“Thank you, Yitirii,” the blonde replied in the same tone before she started to giggle.

I watched as the two of them walked into my house together, and Fang followed behind with a wagging tail.

A home-cooked meal with those two didn’t sound like a bad idea.

Not a bad idea at all.


Chapter Seventeen

I followed the girls into the house and put my varmint rifle down against the cabinet by the door. Fang had trotted over to the couch and made himself comfortable, meanwhile, the girls had paused in front of the dining room table, which still had the chest of treasure on it.

“Holy shit,” Tirii said bluntly, and her brown eyes were as wide as dinner plates. “Noah… where in the hells did you get this?”

“Goblins,” I said with a casual shrug, and I came to stand beside her.

“Is he always so nonchalant about these things?” the brunette asked the blonde.

“Yes, yes he is,” Ellyn said with a fond smile. “You get used to it.”

“Here,” I said as I grabbed a handful of gold coins and held them out to Tirii. “For your family.”

“Y-You’re kidding, right?” Tirii’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Noah, this is… scarily generous.”

“Tirii, I’ve got a whole chest full,” I said as I placed the coins into her hand. “Parting with a few coins isn’t going to hurt.”

The usually stubborn and feisty human was uncharacteristically quiet, and she looked at the gold in her hand before her dark brown eyes flickered up to mine. I could have sworn I saw the shimmer of tears in them, but she quickly blinked and looked away.

“I, uhh…” She cleared her throat. “Thank you. This… you don’t know how much this will help my brothers and me. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said with a nod before I closed the chest and moved it away from the table.

I decided to put it in my room at the foot of my bed and out of the way. Before I could leave, I spotted the necklace I was going to give to Ellyn on my chest of drawers, so I quickly grabbed that and slipped it into my pocket.

When I walked back into the kitchen, Tirii had already started skinning the rabbits on my cutting board with her own hunting knife. Ellyn had pulled out a big pan and a pot and set them on the stove, but her brow was furrowed, and her cute little nose was scrunched up as she tried to figure out how to work it.

“Getting started without me, huh?” I smirked.

“Noah, how do you work this thing?” Ellyn pouted and poked the knobs like they were going to explode in her face.

“Here,” I chuckled and walked over to turn on the biggest ring. “Like that.”

Ellyn reached out and twisted one of the nobs, and her eyes lit up as one of the other rings glowed bright red.

“Wow,” she whispered to herself.

“Alright, what are we making?” I asked as I washed my hands in the sink.

“Rabbit stew,” Tirii said. “Simple, but delicious.”

“Alright, well, how long do you guys need to boil your rabbits? Usually I’d have to boil them for about two hours back home because the meat is so tough.”

“Two hours is far too long.” Tirii said with a shake of her head. “The meat must be different over here. These are Graytooth Rabbits. If we’d caught Whitetooth Rabbits, it would take hours to cook the meat, but they’re out by the Snowy Mountains.”

“So… how long are we talking?” I asked.

“An hour at most,” the human said as she continued to pull the skin off the body she was working on.

“Hmm,” I hummed to myself as I thought of all the possibilities we could make. “Tirii, cut the rabbits up. We’re not going to boil them.”

“How else can we cook them?” Ellyn asked with a frown.

“With this,” I said and held up the pan. “First, though, we need to season them.”

I grabbed a large bowl from the cupboard and placed it on the counter before I grabbed everything I’d need. Salt, pepper, oregano, olive oil, and garlic cloves.

“Okay, Ellyn, can you cut up the vegetables?” I asked as I grabbed a bottle of white wine I had tucked away on top of the fridge.

“Of course,” the elf said and moved over to her basket.

My plan was to basically season the meat a little, then pan-fry the shit out of it. If I covered it in flour and pan fried it for a couple of minutes on each side, then it would be nice and golden and almost ready. Then I could use the same oil and add the white wine to make the broth later on.

All we’d need to do then was cook the vegetables in a pot for a couple of minutes along with some flour and tomato paste. Then we’d add everything into one pig pot and bring it to a boil, and once it reached boiling point, let it simmer for as long as needed until the meat was fully cooked.

So, that’s exactly what I instructed the girls to do with me. I’d used this recipe a few times, but it had taken a lot longer because the meat needed to be cooked for longer. But, since we were using a different kind of rabbit than I was used to, I would just have to play it by ear.

We were all silently working at our different stations, and all we could hear was the ticking of the clock on my wall. As nice as it was, I knew we were missing something, so I made my way over to the old radio I had on one of my shelves.

I didn’t know why I had the sudden urge to see if it worked, but if my TV did, then this must, too. I flicked it on, and an awful static noise blared out of the speaker. I immediately started tuning it with a grimace to try and find a station that wasn’t just an assault on our ears.

The static continued, and I thought it was done for, but then I heard the faintest sound of music. Tirii and Ellyn abandoned their posts, and they came to stand behind me as they watched me try to find wherever the music was coming from.

“I’m as corny as Kansas in August… blueberry pie… smart little girl with… wonderful guy,” the song stuttered as I turned the tuner a little more to the right.

“How is it speaking?” Tirii asked in an amazed tone. “Do you have a fairy in there?”

“No,” I chuckled. “It’s music.”

“Music? A tiny band, then?” she asked.

“No, this is a radio,” I explained. “It picks up frequencies from something called a radio station. They play music that’s already been played and recorded. That’s like when you capture a song in a bottle, and every time you open it, it will play the exact same way it was played originally.”

“Right,” Tirii mumbled. “This is magic coming from your world, then?”

“I guess so,” I muttered as I tweaked the tuner more, and the song started to play crystal clear. “Ha! See?”

It was a radio station that must have played super-old music, because I recognized the song as one my grandma used to listen to. It was ‘A Wonderful Guy’ by Tex Beneke, and the soft female voice filled the room.

“It’s just like the TV, but without being able to see anything,” Ellyn said in wonder. “How amazing!”

“Pretty cool, huh?” I chuckled. “Now we’ve got a bit of music to cook to.”

“You always find a way to surprise me, Noah,” Tirii commented with a soft smile, and she made her way back over to the rabbits. “And I’m not complaining about it.”

I smiled back at her before we all returned to our posts, and I could tell we all appreciated a bit of music while we worked. I could see Ellyn and Tirii both swaying side to side out of the corner of my eye, and it made my heart feel full. There was something so domestic about what we were doing, and I couldn’t lie that it felt good to imagine this as being a regular evening activity. The three of us, all cooking together, listening to old music and taking a load off.

It felt good. But I knew Tirii would have to return home at some point, and Ellyn might have to go home to her father, too.

For now, though, I pushed the thought away and focused on enjoying the moment with the two of them.

Eventually, the rabbit was tender enough to serve, and I was surprised at how quick it had taken in comparison, even after Tirii explained about Graytooth rabbits.

The human ushered us all to sit down so she could serve it for us, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“You’ve already done too much for me, Noah, let me do this,” she insisted with a stern expression, so Ellyn and I pulled out a chair at the now-empty dining table.

I sat at the head of it, and Ellyn sat down on my left. Fang perked up as the chairs scraped against the floor, and the little wolf pattered over with his tongue hanging out.

“Alright, a bowl for you, Miss Ellyn,” Tirii said as she put a hearty bowl down in front of the blonde elf.

“Thank you, Yitirii.” Ellyn smiled.

“And one for the man of the house,” the brunette said as she placed one down in front of me. “Enjoy your hard work.”

“I will, thank you,” I laughed as I picked up my spoon.

Tirii winked at me before she walked back to the pot and poured a ladle full of the stew into a smaller bowl.

“And of course, a bowl for Fang,” Tirii said as she put it down on the floor. “Eat up, little one. No doubt that’s the best meal you’ve ever had in your life.”

“Hey, I feed him good!” I protested in faux offense. “He’s been eating like a goddamn king.”

“I never said you didn’t feed him well, I said this is going to be the best thing he’s ever tasted,” Tirii said with a smirk. “Isn’t that right, Fang?”

The wolf was too busy devouring his plate of food to respond, and Tirii held her chin up high with a smug look on her face.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she hummed in a pleased tone.

“You do realize I had a hand in making this, too?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes, but so did I,” the human fired back.

“You just don’t want me to have any glory, do you?” I snorted. “I see right through you, Yitirii Greenleaf.”

The human playfully stuck her tongue out at me before dishing up her own bowl, and then she came to sit on my right. She grabbed her spoon and didn’t even wait a moment before she dunked it into the stew and shoved it into her mouth. Her eyes closed, and she groaned as the taste hit her, and I quickly dipped my own spoon in and put it in my mouth.

My eyes widened at the immense flavor, and I knew it wasn’t just because of my recipe. I’d had it plenty of times over the years, and it had never tasted this good.

“Oh, my god,” I mumbled.

Ellyn watched us both lean back in our chairs, and the elf quickly dunked her spoon in and sipped at it politely. Her blue eyes widened, and she let out a small whimper from the taste.

“Hells taint,” she whispered before she shoved another spoon in, this time less gracefully. “This is incredible!”

“You need to show us more of your recipes, Noah,” Tirii mumbled through a mouthful.

“Sure thing,” I said and almost choked on my own spoonful from laughing. “This is way better than I’ve ever made it, though. So, I think I might need your help again.”

“Fine by me,” Ellyn muttered as she brought the bowl to her lips and drank some of the broth.

“The boys are going to love this,” Tirii said.

“Hey, speaking of your brothers, do you mind me asking something?” I asked.

“You’re going to ask how we are related, aren’t you?” the human asked with a knowing smirk.

“Yeah,” I said with a bashful smile.

“It’s fine, Noah,” she reassured me and let out a soft laugh. “We’re all adopted. There are a few blood brothers our father adopted, but blood doesn’t matter in our house.”

“That’s… that’s really sweet, actually,” I said. “So, your father adopted you all?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “Back when he was alive, he needed help around the brewery. It started off as just me and Sirus as a way to get some free labor, but then he realized he was actually changing our lives for the better. It became more than just helping him brew. And, slowly, he started taking in more and more orphaned kids.”

“Your father was a good man,” Ellyn said softly. “My father admired him, and what he did for you and your brothers.”

“Thanks, Ellyn,” the brunette said with a slightly sad smile, and then she turned back to me. “After he died, we took over the business, and, if there’s ever a child in need in Gladewood, we take them in.”

“A lot of children would have been on the streets if it weren’t for you,” Ellyn said. “I know Gladewood is grateful for that.”

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “But Sirus and I don’t mind growing our family. We don’t see it as a service, or anything. It’s just… what my father would have done.”

“And that’s a very sweet sentiment to have,” Ellyn insisted. “You know, I don’t know why we never really got to know each other more.”

“I suppose we are in different circles,” Tirii said as she ate another spoonful of soup. “You’re a farmhand, and I half-run the brewery.”

“Still, I wish we could have got to know each other sooner,” Ellyn said. “You are a fascinating person, Yitirii.”

“You’re not so bad yourself, Ellyn,” the human playfully teased. “But me, too. It would have been nice to have another friend a couple of years ago.”

“You don’t have many friends?” I frowned.

“Not really,” Tirii admitted with a timid smile. “I mostly keep to my brothers. I don’t have time to go to the inn, what with hunting for food and running the brewery.”

“Well, you’ve got friends now,” Ellyn said with a firm nod. “And you can’t get rid of us, unfortunately.”

“Oh, the horror!” Tirii feigned despair and put her hand on her forehead. “Whatever shall I do now?”

“Eat a hearty bowl of stew and listen to ‘radio,’ apparently,” the blonde elf giggled.

“I guess so,” Tirii replied with a giggle of her own, and her brown eyes flicked to me. “I guess it’s not so bad.”

“I guess not,” I said as I looked between the two of them fondly. “You should come around more often, Tirii.”

“Yes, you should! And we can watch a movie together!” Ellyn said with enthusiastic excitement.

“A… movie?” The human frowned in confusion. “What’s that?”

“We’ll explain it when we get to that point,” I chuckled. “But I think you’ll love it.”

“Well, now I’m intrigued,” she said with a smirk.

“I guess you’ll just have to come over again then,” I replied and mirrored her smirk with my own.

Yitirii hummed and looked down at her bowl. She was still smirking, and there was something unreadable in her eyes. I could tell this sort of social interaction meant a lot to her. It was something different to her usual routine, which felt like it was kind of isolating. Obviously, she had to look after her brothers, and I got that, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have any other kind of interactions with anyone.

We continued to eat and talk idly about less serious topics, and as the evening went on, our stomachs became more full, and the sky got darker.

Tirii noticed it first, and her brow furrowed as she realized how dark it had gotten. She pushed up from her chair and grabbed her bowl before she took it to the sink and quickly washed her hands.

“I should get back home,” she sighed. “I don’t want Sirus to come looking for me in the Mist Woods. That idiot would end up falling over a tree branch and dying.”

“That’s a bit harsh,” I snorted as I grabbed my bowl and Ellyn’s and put them in the sink, too. “He seems like he can handle himself.”

“He’s a lummox,” Tirii scoffed. “And despite being half-orc, he’s blinder than a bat when it’s dark.”

“You know, you could always stay?” I suggested. “I’m sure he’d figure out that you ended up here.”

“What are you suggesting, Noah?” the human asked teasingly. “That I have a habit of coming back to farms in the middle of nowhere?”

“No, but he knows I’m close by,” I said with a playful roll of my eyes. “And he knows I drank myself into a stupor last night.”

“Good point, but… I really should get back,” she said with another sigh, and her eyes darted back to me. “As much as I want to stay.”

“Do you want me to drive you back?” I asked.

“No, it’s okay,” Tirii said. “I can handle myself, don’t worry.”

“Yeah, but--”

“Noah, don’t worry,” she reassured me and put her hand on my bicep. “I’ll be fine. And besides, I plan on coming back here very soon.”

I couldn’t help but note the suggestive tone in her voice, not to mention the smirk that tugged at the corners of her plump lips. I felt my breath hitch in my throat, but I quickly played it off by coughing.

“Well, then I guess I’ll see you soon then,” I said in a low voice.

“That you will.” Tirii nodded.

“Here you go, Tirii,” Ellyn said as she passed the hunter a Tupperware container I’d got out earlier full with the last of the rabbit stew. “I hope your brothers enjoy it as much as we did.”

“Oh, they will,” she chuckled and slipped the box into her satchel. “Goodnight, you two.”

“Goodnight,” I said as I walked her to the door. “Get home safe, okay?”

“I will, don’t worry,” she drawled. “Take care of yourself, Noah.”

To my surprise, the human leaned up on her tiptoes and pressed a soft kiss to my cheek. It was fleeting, but God, did it feel good. She pulled back with a soft smile before she started walking down the porch steps.

I waved as she turned back, and she waved, too, before she started to disappear into the growing darkness of the night. I watched until I couldn’t see her anymore before I turned back inside with a sigh.

“Good night, huh?” Ellyn asked with a knowing smirk as she started to fill the sink up with hot water.

“Yeah,” I said with a breathless laugh. “A real good night.”

“Thought so,” the elf mumbled to herself.

I couldn’t exactly decipher her tone, and I frowned. Was she upset about Tirii? The human had been a little flirty, and I’d been friendly in return, but I didn’t want Ellyn to read too much into it. The two women were also becoming fast friends, and I didn’t want to get in the way of that.

“Hey, El…” I said hesitantly. “You’re… okay with Tirii coming back around, right?”

“Of course,” she said, and she glanced at me over her shoulder with a furrowed brow. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I just…” I awkwardly rubbed the back of my neck. “Wanted to make sure. And I wanted you to know that… I really care about you.”

“I really care about you too, Noah,” the elf said with a soft smile that quickly turned mischievous. “You know, you never gave me what you wanted to last night.”

“You remembered?” I chuckled, and I walked over to stand behind her as she started to wash the pots in the sink. “Why am I not surprised?”

“I have an excellent memory,” she said and flashed me a smug smile over her shoulder.

“Of course you do.” I sighed dramatically as I wrapped my arms around her waist and pressed a soft kiss to her neck.

“So, are you going to make me wait?” Ellyn asked and wiggled against me. “Or do I have to beg you for it?”

Her words sent a jolt of arousal through me. I knew she was referring to her gift, but something told me she knew exactly what saying those words like that would do to me.

I growled against her neck before I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled the necklace out.

“Fine, close your eyes,” I said as I started to gently place the necklace around her neck.

Ellyn shuddered as the cool metal touched her skin, and I quickly clasped it shut at the back.

“Open them,” I whispered into her ear, and I rested my hands on her shoulders.

The elf slowly tilted her head down and gasped as she looked at the necklace. Her wet hands went to touch it before she realized they were completely dripping, and she put them back in the sink.

“Noah,” she said breathlessly as she turned back to look at me. “You’re… I can’t accept this. It’s probably worth more than my whole farm!”

“You can, and you will, otherwise I’ll be very hurt,” I teased. “I saw it in the goblin cave, and there was only one person who I thought could wear something as beautiful as this.”

“You… You’re really giving it to me?” she asked softly as she turned in my arms and looked up at me.

“Yes,” I said as I cupped her cheek. “Because you’re just as beautiful as that necklace, if not more so.”

“You’re such a charmer,” she murmured, but I could see tears shimmering in her blue eyes.

“Guilty,” I mumbled back with a smirk. “You know, ever since I found it, there is one thing I haven’t been able to stop thinking about.”

“And what might that be?” she whispered breathlessly as I started to lower my face closer to hers.

I brushed my lips against hers, and I felt the elf shiver under my touch. I started to gently push my weight into her as she rested against the counter, and I could feel my boner pressing into her abdomen.

“What you would look like with just that necklace on,” I mumbled against her

Ellyn gasped quietly, and her blue eyes widened for a moment before they became hooded. Her hands started to trail up my chest before she tugged me even further into her by my shirt.

“Then maybe we should find out,” she whispered.

Her words were like a key opening a door, and I couldn’t hold back anymore. I slammed my lips against hers, and I swallowed her surprised moan as my tongue delved into her mouth.

Ellyn clung to me desperately, and I felt her nails digging into my back as she pulled me even closer to her. I groaned into her mouth and started to rub myself against her. The friction was driving me crazy, and there was far too much fabric in between us, but I wanted to take my time.

The blonde shuddered in my arms as she felt my hard dick pushing against her, and she started to tug at the bottom of my shirt. I knew what she was asking, so I pulled myself away and quickly took it off.

Her eyes scanned across my toned chest hungrily, and I grabbed her face and slammed my lips back against hers. Our teeth clashed, and I delved my tongue deep into her mouth again. The taste of her flooded my mouth, and I moved my hands down her curves until I reached her thighs.

I pulled them up, and the elf let out a surprised gasp as she wrapped her legs around my waist, which allowed me even more entrance into her mouth. I carried her over to the counter next to us before I set her down, and I started to kiss my way down her neck.

Her necklace glittered in the dim light of the kitchen light, and I knew I needed to see what she looked like in just this. Desire made my blood feel like it was on fire, and I could barely keep my hands still as I started to unlace the back of her dress.

Ellyn sighed and tilted her head to the side to allow me more access as I carried on pressing soft, delicate kisses down the expanse of her neck. Meanwhile, my hands were moving a thousand miles a minute to get rid of her dress.

Once I’d unlaced the back, I slowly started to pull her sleeves down her arms. Ellyn shuddered as the cool air hit her top half, and her rosy-pink nipples perked up as I tugged the dress further down. She shimmied on the counter as the garment pooled at her hips, which allowed me to completely remove it, and the elf kicked off her boots, too.

She was completely naked now, with nothing but the silver necklace on, and I didn’t think she’d ever looked more beautiful. I cupped her cheek again as I looked down at her, and I felt my dick throb in my pants.

“You… are breathtaking,” I said in a low voice, and my other hand started to trail down her bare body.

Ellyn’s eyes fluttered closed as I ran my fingers across her breasts before they settled on her thighs. I started to kneel down so my head was in between her legs, and the elf looked down at me in confusion.

I left a trail of soft kisses up the expanse of her thigh, and the closer I got to her heat, the more soft gasps left her throat as she realized what I was doing. The elf braced herself against the counter as I stopped in front of her glistening pussy, and her sapphire eyes were sparkling as my hot breath hit her.

I slowly darted my tongue and licked a stripe up her folds, and the blonde’s head tipped back as she let out a loud moan.

“Gods,” she mumbled. “Noah…”

I licked again teasingly, and Ellyn’s hands threaded through my hair as I wrapped my arms under both of her thighs. Ellyn whimpered as I pulled away, but then I delved my face completely against her. The taste of her filled my mouth, and I started to lap up her sweet juices with a fiery need.

Her moans echoed through the house, and her hand in my hair started to desperately tug at my sandy locks as I kept eating her out.

I licked up and down without pulling away, and I swirled my tongue around her sensitive bud over and over again. Ellyn cried out as I did so, and I could feel her thighs trembling around my head.

“Noah, d-don’t stop,” she begged breathlessly, and I groaned against her pussy.

I heeded her command, and I kept sucking and licking like my life depended on it. I opened my eyes and looked up at her shaking form, and the elf tipped her head forward so she could look down at me.

Her eyes were dark and heavy-lidded as she watched me, and it was almost enough to tip me over the edge. I groaned again, and the vibrations made her whine.

I needed her. I needed all of her.

So, I pulled away and started unbuckling my pants. I tugged them off as fast as I could and kicked them away before I pulled off my boots. Once I was fully undressed, I pumped my hard dick in my hand a few times as I stood in between Ellyn’s legs.

The elf’s mouth was parted as she watched me, and her little gasps were breathless and shaky.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Y-Yes.” She nodded fervently. “Y-Yes, Noah.”

“Good,” I purred as I captured her lips in mine and positioned myself at her entrance.

Ellyn moaned into my mouth as I rubbed my tip up and down her wet pussy lips, and her arms wrapped around my neck to tug me closer. I teasingly pushed the tip inside of her, and I groaned as I started to feel her tight walls wrap around me.

“Noah, please,” Ellyn whimpered. “Please don’t tease.”

I looked up at her as my chest heaved up and down, and I could see the desperation in her eyes. Her eyebrows were tented up, and her mouth was open as she tried to control her breathing.

She looked so goddamn hot begging for me, and I pushed myself a little further inside.

“Beg,” I ordered. “I want to hear you beg for it.”

“Please, Noah, please, I want you to be inside of me so bad,” she whispered. “Please don’t make me wait.”

“Good girl,” I growled before I pushed myself completely inside of her.

Ellyn cried out and pulled me even closer to her before she buried herself into the crook of my neck. I groaned as I felt her walls squeeze around me, and I gave her a couple of moments to adjust to my size.

Once I felt her relax a little in my arms, I tugged her closer to the edge of the counter so she was flush against me. We both groaned at the sudden new feeling, and I looked down at our conjoined bodies as I slowly pulled out of her and pushed back in.

“Hells,” Ellyn whined as she rested her forehead against mine. “You fill me up so good.”

Her words were like fuel to the fire inside of me, and I instinctively bucked into her. I felt the tip of my dick hit her cervix, and Ellyn became jelly in my hands. I wrapped my arms tighter around her and supported her as I started to thrust in and out of her at a sensual pace.

“You feel so good around me, baby,” I growled into her ear, and I started to slowly pick up the pace. “So fucking good.”

“Mmmm, I need more,” she mumbled against me as her arms clutched at my back.

“More?” I asked before I started to buck harder into her. “Like that?”

“Y-Yes.” She nodded and let out a shaky moan. “Just… like that.”

I groaned at the noises she made as I started to pick up my pace and slam harder into her. Her nails dug into my back, and I could feel them pierce my skin, but it only added to my arousal. I felt like my skin was on fire in the best way, and it wasn’t long before the sound of our skin slapping against each other became louder than the radio that was still playing old songs.

“Oh, gods!” Ellyn gasped and threw back her head. “Feels so good.”

“I know,” I hissed against her, and I felt my resolve start to slip.

The way she was clinging to me, and the way her pussy throbbed around my dick, was sending me over the edge. I gripped her waist harder, and I tugged her ass off the counter.

Ellyn yelped and wrapped her legs even tighter around my waist, but the new angle allowed me to drive even deeper into her.

“Oh, Noahhhhhh!” Ellyn cried out as she arched her back against the counter.

I was completely absorbed in the feel of her. She looked so goddamn beautiful against the counter, completely bare to me, and in nothing but that necklace. I watched her breasts bounce up and down as I continued to pound into her, and the elf shakily brought her hand up to her mouth to quieten her moans.

“No,” I said as I reached forward to pull her hand away. “I want to hear you.”

Ellyn nodded and started to moan with every thrust, and each one became more and more desperate. I knew she was close. I was close, too, but I wanted to tip her over the edge before I let myself let go.

“Cum for me, El,” I ordered. “I wanna feel you cum all over my dick.”

“Noahhhhh,” she whined and bit her lower lip, which was red and swollen from our kisses. “I’m… I’m…”

“I know,” I grunted, and I bucked my hips even harder into her. “Let go.”

“Godssss!” the blonde cried out as her orgasm hit her.

Her back arched even further off the counter, and her trembling legs wrapped even tighter around my waist, which basically clamped me down into her. I came suddenly and with a long, drawn-out groan as she kept me deep inside of her, and I felt my hot cum spray deep inside her throbbing pussy.

We both trembled as we came down from our immense highs, and I leaned forward so I could lay my head against Ellyn’s bare chest.

“Holy shit,” I panted. “That was incredible.”

“Yes, it was.” Ellyn laughed breathlessly. “Noah, I…”

I noticed her hesitance, and I lazily lifted my head to look up at her.

“What is it?” I asked.

Ellyn smiled softly at me and cupped my cheek with her hand.

“I love you,” she whispered.

Her words made my breath hitch in my throat. It felt like time had slowed, and I couldn’t hear anything other than her soft breaths as she carried on looking at me like I’d hung up the moon for her.

“You… You love me?” I asked in a quiet voice.

“Yes.” She nodded and stroked my cheekbone with her thumb. “After everything you’ve done for me, my father, and the town… You’ve… You’ve changed my life.”

“You’ve changed mine, too,” I replied. “And I… I love you, too.”

Ellyn’s face lit up at my words, and she tugged me back down to her chest.

There was no doubt in my mind that I loved her. None at all.

We laid there together for a few more minutes just basking in the admission of our shared love for each other. But after a while, we knew it was time to get up and move somewhere more comfortable.

I helped Ellyn off the counter, and we both went to my bathroom to clean ourselves up. Then we changed into some pajamas and climbed into bed.

Neither of us had stopped smiling the whole time, and we both fell asleep with a smitten grin on our faces. I don’t think I’d ever had a sleep as well as that one.

I stirred as the sun’s light beamed into my bedroom the next morning, and I instinctively pulled Ellyn closer to me. The elf grumbled in her sleep as she nuzzled into the crook of my neck, and despite being half asleep, I couldn’t help but smile.

Then I felt a tapping at the foot of the bed, and I peeked an eye open to see Fang curled up in a ball right by our feet. His tail was wagging and hitting the covers as he watched me start to wake with tired blue eyes.

I chuckled to myself and laid my head back down against the pillow.

And then I realized something, even in my sleepy state. As the golden light of the sun filled the room, it was like my mind was finally opened.

Being portaled here was probably one of the best things that had ever happened to me. Even if I did find a way to go back to my world, I couldn’t leave Ellyn or Fang behind in this world. Especially not after what she said to me last night. Her words still stuck with me, and they would for the rest of my life. Because she loved me, and I loved her.

This place was my home now, and I wasn’t going to abandon it for a world that wasn’t.

Besides, there were endless possibilities out there.

And I was only just starting to explore them.

End of Book 1


Cast of Characters from Book 1:

Noah: Human. Main character. He has sandy blond hair and tanned skin from working outside on the farm every day, and taking care of his animals and his crops is his sole responsibility.

Fang: Wolf. Pure, sparkling white fur and bright blue eyes. Noah’s wolf companion and best friend who he rescued after getting caught in his chicken wire fence.

Ellyn: Elf. Noah’s main love interest. Long blonde hair, light-blue eyes, large pointed ears. Ellyn helps Noah get used to life in Gladewood, and she’s also a farmhand on her father’s farm.

Frederik: Elf. Ellyn’s father. Long gray hair usually tied back in a loose ponytail, bright sunken blue eyes, and the same pointed ears as Ellyn. He’s a grumpy old man, but after Noah helped him fix up his farm, he’s started to warm up to the new farmer in town.

Tirii: Human. Noah’s secondary love interest. Long brown hair, brown eyes, strong features, and olive-toned skin. Noah finds her dangling from her snare in the woods and helps her get down. She’s tough and can hold her own, and is one hell of a huntress, and her family also owns a brewery in Gladewood.

Sirus: Half-Orc. Tirii’s older “adopted” brother. Light green skin, long black hair that he usually wears in a loose ponytail, and amber eyes. His tusks are smaller and more subtle than other half-orcs, and they’re a light purple color. He works at his family’s brewery and looks after their younger siblings.

Alden: Half-Orc. Overseer of Gladewood. Light green skin, brown eyes, and looks to be around forty in human years. He’s tall with a wide build and muscles, but in a way that doesn’t look healthy. Sharp pointed ears with thick brass rings along the lobe and cartilage. He also has tusks poking out of his bottom lip.

Wilbur: Dwarf. Long dark red hair, a thick red beard, and dark beady eyes. Wilbur is a town guard and a sucker for Noah’s produce.

Bathilda: Human. The innkeeper of the Frostfyre Inn. Long gray hair and brown eyes. She’s probably in her sixties, and her face shows her age with crow’s feet and wrinkles. She’s thin, but with a surprising amount of cleavage, which she likes to show off, and she has a soft spot for Noah.
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