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A monster of a man rescued me from a bleak, harrowing situation. He says I’m his missing slave and now he wants to keep me.

His personal slave. KWIM?

And he doesn’t just expect me to service his massive

ego

He wants me to love him in the same way that he loves me.

And live with him in a world where clothing is entirely optional.

It sounds crazy to admit I feel I found my soulmate. My home. Where I belong.

I have little to lose: no parents, no job, no place in college.

And as for the bullies who’ve taunted me through high school, they are gonna think twice about what they’ve done if they ever see me with HIM.

But am I ready to sacrifice everything I know to live so far away that it is out of this world?

Time races on, and I have to decide.

This steamy new adult, low-angst romance is a rewriting of a fantasy book entitled Hunter, first published in 2017.


•  Can be read as a standalone.

•  No cheating.

•  A happy ever after guaranteed.
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CHAPTER ONE
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This is not the time for an erection.

Standing in the auditorium wing, Pip Underwood faced the biggest day of his life so far, and yet he almost brought embarrassment on himself. Only the smock-like graduation gown saved his modesty.  

It was completely wrong to even think about last night’s dream, no matter how much he enjoyed it at the time. Try as he might to resist the memory: he simply wasn’t that strong. It was too good.

The unscrupulous monster who kidnapped him wanted to keep him as a personal sex slave. Survival required satisfying his master’s massive—needs. But that was only in his dreams.

Pip had woken up in quite a mess. 

Even as he’d loaded his bedding into the washing machine, the full recall brought a smile to his face and swelling in other areas. 

His master had been a giant of a man—all over, and he tasted delicious. He was a King, he could have anyone, but he only wanted Pip.

And Pip doubted anything in real life would ever be as good as that dream.

He picked at the hem of his forest-green graduation robe nervously, working a loose thread between his fingers. 

The graduation cap he wore squeezed his head a little too tightly and prickled his scalp. Both made of rich wool, the cap and gown were too hot for the final semester of his school life.

The urge to scratch grew stronger, but Pip ignored it and rolled the thread against his thumb. A little discomfort meant nothing compared to a future life of freedom away from high school.

Gazing down the line of students, each one a familiar face to Pip, all silent and apprehensive. Everyone stood waiting in line for their turn to collect their certificate to thunderous applause. There were a little over sixty kids, and he’d been in class with every one of them, at one point or another.

Stacy Hart checked her reflection in a compact mirror and fingered a curl behind her ear, then winked at herself and tucked the mirror back in her pocket. Patrick Medes elbowed his best friend, Stuart Mendez, as the line advanced. Even shy, introverted Erin Weston had come out of her shell for the occasion, but still not wanting to attract attention, she tried to make herself as small as possible. She stood just behind Pip.

As the line advanced, Pip stepped forward with it and stared at the space between Oli’s broad shoulder blades.

Only Greg Lidl, Pip’s best friend in his graduation class, missed the ceremony.

Rolling the thread a little more nervously, Pip stole another glance in the direction of Oli Stevens. They stood close together in the line by virtue of their last names, with only a few people between them. Thankfully, so far, Oli hadn’t seemed to notice Pip’s presence. Oli played defense on Beaumont High School’s football team, and he and his friends had made Pip’s life hell since he’d come to Beaumont in his freshman year, following the death of his parents.

Graduating meant that Pip would never have to see them again. The end of school brought the end of shared lunches, a welcome end to forced group projects, and the relief of no more embarrassing locker room incidents.

Pip wouldn’t miss any of it.

Oli glanced over his shoulder and directly at Pip, undoubtedly sensing the gaze burning into the back of him. Pip stifled a gasp and looked away. Too late. The line had come to a stop again, and with so many other students still waiting to walk onto the stage, there was no escape. 

As Oli cut the line, heading for him, Pip shrank back and bumped into Erin, who whimpered and scrambled until she had backed up against the wall. Pip couldn’t draw her into this. With nowhere left to go, he had to stand his ground.

He’d lowered his head, hoping that Erin’s technique of shrinking away might save him.

It didn’t.

In his dream, his master had been the biggest, badest, and scariest man in existence, and no one would have dared to mess with Pip when they knew exactly who he belonged to. But it was only a dream.

The polished toes of Oli’s dress shoes appeared in Pip’s line of sight.

“Well, well, well, look who we have here,” Oli mused. The familiar sneer on his face. “The Pipsqueak himself, looking sharp tonight. Did you save all your lunch money to buy those shoes, or did someone take pity on you and buy them for you?”

“I bought them myself.” Pip looked back down at his standard black, glossy dress shoes. They were much like the ones Oli wore. “I worked odd hours at the grocery store this semester to make sure I had enough spare cash.” 

Stop talking.

He didn’t owe Oli an explanation, but it came out of his mouth, nonetheless.

“You’re shitting me,” Oli said with a laugh. He stepped forward, shrinking the space between them. 

Pip didn’t look up and lock eyes with the bully, but backing up wasn’t an option either, not with Erin and the wall there. 

“Who would hire the Almighty Underbite? Seems like a waste of money to me. Too small and weak to haul things off a truck and too ugly to put on the cash desk. What did they have you do? Clean the bathrooms?”

“I stocked the shelves,” Pip mumbled.

Pip would endure if the brunt of Oli’s attacks were limited to verbal jabs. Sometimes, the aggression of Oli and his friends turned physical. Brush off their hateful words was a lot easier than handling things when they hit him.

“I bet. You know all about fitting things in tight spaces, don’t you?” Oli sneered.

Pip cringed. It might have been a jab at his sexuality. He couldn’t be sure what Oli referred to and had no intention of asking, thereby extending this conversation any longer than necessary.

Although Oli and his tribe had previously mocked Pip for being gay, as far as he knew, they had no idea of the truth—Pip wasn’t exactly out about it, and his nonexistent sex life (outside of his fantasies) meant there wasn’t much to tell.

“Crammed into lockers, stuffed into toilets, rolled up tight in yoga mats...” Oli continued, relieving some of Pip’s worry about being truly seen and dragged out of the closet. “They’re all the things you’re good at.”

He said nothing but recalled every one of those incidents.

“I wonder if it isn’t your true calling in life.”

It wasn’t; Pip knew this for certain.

He sensed doing good or even great things for the world lay ahead as his destiny. He just hadn’t discovered what exactly. Somewhere, somehow, he had a vocational calling waiting to be discovered.

He thought college would take him further along his path to whatever he was eventually going to do. But to study what? He didn’t have a clue. For now, without the resources to fund himself, Pip had struck college temporarily from his list of immediate options in life. 

His Aunt Lauren and Uncle Joe couldn’t afford to send him on their own dime—but one day, he hoped to find his way and discover more to life than high school bullying and dead-end, minimum-wage jobs. 

Oli clapped his hand against Pip’s chest and pushed him back.

Erin gasped. Her heels clicked as she scurried sidewards, away from the fight.

“Underwood, Underbite, Underdog. You’re always going to be under someone, aren’t you, Pipsqueak?”

“No,” Pip whispered.

“What did you say?” Oli demanded.

Pip pursed his lips. He didn’t repeat himself.

“I thought so,” Oli said. He grabbed Pip by the front of his robes and yanked him forward. “Not even your parents could stand being around you, and you know that? They’re probably the only people you’re going to stand over, and that’s only because they’re so many feet underground.”

“Oliver!” Mrs. Truman, the history teacher, scolded. Oli released Pip’s robe and stepped back. “Get back into line! We’re moving. Come on!”

Oli shot Pip a look that promised it wasn’t over, and Pip let his shoulders drop and did his best not to engage Oli again. The tiniest things set him off, it seemed. Pip looked forward to the day he wouldn’t have to worry about looking in the wrong direction, or wearing the wrong thing, or saying something that got on Oli’s nerves.

And that day would be tomorrow, he realized with a smile. Graduation on this day meant freedom the next. Freedom from school, at least.

He might still run into Oli and his buddies in the streets of their small town. Eventually, Pip would find a way to leave Beaumont altogether, and with it, every moment of anguish he’d endured in it.

And maybe he’d fall in love in the process. 

He wanted a boyfriend so badly. At eighteen, he’d never held hands with a boy and certainly never wanted a girlfriend. He’d still not shared his first kiss. Over the past few years, his hormones had gone into overdrive. He needed romance and physical contact with his one true love.

Seeing other couples around school and in the community made his heart long for what they had; he ached to do those same things with someone special. 

Just as there had to be a vocation for him, out there somewhere, his one true love must also wait for him.

Beaumont wasn’t exactly a haven for nontraditional relationships, and Pip didn’t dare harbor crushes, let alone let himself look for love, in such a tight-knit community.

Already the new kid, the impoverished orphan who came to live with his relatives while his life fell apart after his parents died, Pip didn’t want to draw himself into the spotlight any further. He didn’t need any other rumors spread about him. He only wanted to blend into the community. To be forgotten and ignored would’ve been perfect.

Pip shifted his jaw, running a hand along it to try to assure himself that he didn’t have an underbite. 

Oli strolled across the stage to accept his diploma and pose with the principal for pictures, leaving just a short wait for Pip’s turn.

Freedom would follow. 

Sometimes, Oli’s bullying made it hard to remember his jaw issue had been fixed in middle school. He’d been retainer-free for years, underbite a thing of the past. Social media didn’t forget, though, and the bullies at school had seen his old photos.

Pipsqueak. Almighty Underbite.

He supposed, at least, they were more inventive insults than just plain loser.

He heard Gregory Tullen’s name announced from the stage, and Mr. Alcorn, the math teacher, ushered the boy through the auditorium wing and across the stage. 

Pip stepped up, looking out through the wing and across the audience. Principal Kendrick stood with Vice Principal Dunn as Gregory made his way across the stage. There were only a few diplomas left; the graduation ceremony was almost over.

Mr. Alcorn returned to the wing of the stage and recited the speech that he’d given to every young person in turn. “When they announce your name, you’ll cross the stage and shake hands with Principal Kendrick. She’ll offer you your diploma, and as it’s changing hands, you’ll stop and count to three slowly while also looking toward the audience and smiling. When Principal Kendrick releases the diploma, you’ll continue across the stage and take the next available seat in the front row of the auditorium.”

“Got it,” Pip said with a slight nod of his head.

He craned his neck to glance into the auditorium. With the lights beaming down on the stage and the sitting area plunged into darkness, the audience was out of sight, but the hall was stuffed full of parents and students. The air tasted of too many bodies in a small, humid, poorly air-conditioned school building.

“And Pip?” Mr. Alcorn asked.

“Yes?”

“Congratulations.”

Pip smiled. All the teachers at Beaumont had been wonderful—regrettably, he couldn’t say the same for the students.

Mr. Alcorn patted his back, and before Pip knew it, his name was called out.

“Pip Underwood.”

“That’s your cue,” Mr. Alcorn said. “Go for it.”

Pip bowed his head and stepped forward with his heart racing. Being front and center before a crowd of strangers couldn’t appeal less, but it was the final trial of high school and certainly not the worst. Pip just wanted it all over and to get out of the place for good. As he stepped out into the bright lights, the audience applauded politely. Pip’s cheeks heated, and he focused his attention on walking across the stage until he’d successfully made it to Principal Kendrick without tripping over his own feet.

“Hi, Pip,” Principal Kendrick said softly. “Congratulations.”

She held out her hand for him to shake, and Pip did so. Flashlights exploded in the audience—school photographers taking pictures for the yearbook, he guessed. Or professional photographers looking to make a buck off parents.

Vice Principal Dunn handed Principal Kendrick the diploma, and Pip grasped his end of it and slowly counted to three. More camera lights flashed, accompanied by a single, whooping cheer from the audience. He grinned at the recognizable sound of his Uncle Joe. 

Aunt Lauren couldn’t make it due to work, but the clapping and cheering from enthusiastic Uncle Joe more than compensated for her absence.

They were terrific guardians, even if they had their disagreements from time to time. Pip considered himself lucky. Not every teenage orphan got a happy ending. If bullying was all he had to deal with, then his time at Beaumont was a success. A rickety achievement, but considering his circumstances, a success nevertheless.

“Go on and take your seat,” Principal Kendrick whispered. She released the diploma.

Pip smiled at her one last time. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. And congratulations again.”

As Pip headed past her for the stairs leading into the audience, Erin Weston’s name rang out, and the attention shifted to the next pupil. Pip breathed out a sigh of relief, took the stairs quickly, and then dropped into the empty chair next to Gregory.

They’d all finally made it.

Pip beamed into the darkness and let his head fall to rest on the back of the chair. His mind wandered. With no idea about what came next, now his school career had finished. He had plenty to consider. He’d intended to find his own way in this big, wide world. At only eighteen, it seemed the right time to dream of bigger things. Adventure. Mystery. Suspense. Excitement.

First, Pip needed to meet up with Greg to celebrate. In quarantine, combating an outbreak of shingles, Greg lived in a weird state of in-between, where he was well enough to do things around the house and lead a normal life, but not yet well enough to venture outside.

That didn’t mean Pip couldn’t go to see him.

Once cocktail hour ended and the graduation party split up, Pip planned a full night ahead, celebrating with Greg.

The end of one chapter in his life brought closer the beginning of another.

What a chapter he intended to make it.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cocktail hour was a misnomer.

Sparkling grape juice and water were about as daring as Beaumont High School got, the drinks barely qualified as mocktails, but Pip didn’t mind. Law-abiding and lacking a rebellious bone in his body, underage drinking didn’t appeal. 

Besides, it weeded out the problem kids. Oli and his gang left the reception fairly early to celebrate in all the ways Pip didn’t care for and possibly weren’t legal. That suited him fine. He wouldn’t run into them, and the less he had to worry about, the better.

Before long, Pip saw Uncle Joe cutting through the crowds and lifting a hand over his head to wave. In response, Pip lifted his champagne flute filled with sparkling grape juice. He had his diploma clutched firmly in his hand.

“Pip!” Uncle Joe exclaimed once he’d reached Pip’s side. He opened his arms for a hug. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Pip fitted himself against his uncle’s chest and hugged him, Uncle Joe’s arms locking around him, squeezing him tight. “I’m... Well, I’m glad, really.”

“It’s a big step,” Uncle Joe said as he released Pip from the hug. “I’m so glad you’ve made it. Your mother and father would have been proud.”

The loss still stung—there’d never be a time when the death of his parents didn’t hurt—but Pip smiled anyway. He’d risen above his loss to accomplish something great. He had every reason in the world to be proud.

“So,” Uncle Joe continued, “now that you’ve gotten your diploma, what’s next on the agenda?”

They crossed the room together, walking side by side.

Pip sipped at his sparkling grape juice. “I’m going to stay here a little with you, return my graduation robes to the people waiting in the gym, then go over to see Greg so he can get all excited about graduating, too.”

Uncle Joe chuckled. “I meant in the long term.”

“Oh.” Pip’s cheeks burned. He shrugged a shoulder, unwilling to commit. 

He hadn’t brought up the topic of college with Uncle Joe or Aunt Lauren because he didn’t want them to feel pressured. They’d done a terrific job of taking care of him after Pip’s parents had passed away, and he didn’t want them to think he expected a handout. 

“I’m... um... I’m not sure. I’m going to work for a little while and save up, so hopefully, I can go to college in the future, but that’s, you know, not a for-sure thing or anything.”

“College.” Uncle Joe hummed under his breath. They arrived at the refreshments table, and Uncle Joe snagged a flute of sparkling grape juice for himself. “Your Aunt Lauren and I were discussing it earlier. I wish we could afford to send you.”

“Oh, no.” Pip shook his head. “You’ve done so much for me already. I couldn’t ask you to do that, too. I’ll figure it out. I always do. Besides, I’m going to landscape this summer for Mrs. Nohart, so I’ll be making some money, and if I’m truthful, I don’t even know what I’d study if I did end up going to college. I, um, I never decided exactly what it is I want to do.”

He never told anyone of his ambitions. It seemed too lofty and unreal to explain. Nevertheless, he felt a kind of inspirational draw—he’d felt it ever since a young age. It seemed childish, but rather than growing out of it, the sensation had gotten much stronger in recent years. Like an invisible thread wrapped tightly around his sternum, it pulled him toward... something.

So far, he’d just never managed to figure out the something.

Pip’s mediocre drawing ability proved it wasn’t art, and it certainly couldn’t be anything academic because he was an average student at best. Sports were out of the question. Pip was slender and willowy, and he didn’t have the coordination for gymnastics or the endurance for the track.

But now and then, especially when the seasons changed, a thread tugged at him, as though to remind him he had a future elsewhere but he needed to figure out where. All through the last year, the thread had tugged harder than ever. As winter melted into spring, there’d been a point in time when Pip had spent every spare moment in bed, simultaneously filled with wonder and excitement over the boundless energy in his veins, yet anxious, because he couldn’t figure out what it meant.

“You’ll figure it out,” Uncle Joe promised. “You’re a resourceful boy.”

“I know.” They made their way across the room to a quiet corner. “I just don’t want you to feel obliged to sort me out because I will figure this out, no matter what it means. You can count on me.”

After a polite conversation with teachers, pupils, and other kids’ parents, he was free to move on.

With a bow of his head, Pip said farewell to Beaumont High. He’d returned his robe and parted ways with Uncle Joe.

Greg didn’t live all that far from the school. Intending to walk, Pip cut across the football field with his hands tucked into the back pockets of his pants. He wondered, briefly, if Greg would be awake. Bordering on ten at night didn’t seem late, but the kid was officially ill.

As Pip walked, he pulled out his phone and composed a brief text message.

Hey, coming over. Get ready to celebrate :)

With the message sent, Pip tucked his phone back into his pocket and collided with something solid. He grunted as the air was knocked from his lungs, and he promptly fell on his ass.

He looked up. 

Towering over him stood Oli, with his cronies, Jason and Rhett, flanking him on either side.

“If it isn’t the Pipsqueak again.” Oli’s vicious smirk chilled Pip to the bone. “Back on your butt. What did I say back there? You’re always going to be underneath us, Underwood.”

“He’s so clumsy, he might as well live on the ground.” Rhett laughed. “Pretty sure being so low is his natural state of being.”

“Cut it out, Rhett.” No one ever called the bullies off. The sickly sweet, cruel tone in Oli’s voice warned this time was no different. “He’s graduated now. We all are. We’re young adults with our whole futures ahead of us. That means it’s time to turn a new leaf.”

“Like what?” Jason asked. He mimicked the tone, and it sounded as if he were in on the joke. The moonlight glinted off his teeth as he grinned maliciously. “You’re not planning on helping the Pipsqueak get back on his feet, are you?”

“He made it through high school, somehow.” Oli shrugged and slipped his hands into the pockets of his pants. “It’s time for a celebration. We should help him get back on his feet and keep him supported. Teach him how to stand tall. Know what I mean?” 

If a chuckle can sound evil, then that was the noise that followed Oli’s words, rumbling from one young man to the next. 

On the slightly damp ground, Pip curled his fingers into the blades of grass. Like the metal blade of a sword, the grass beneath his hand stabbed his palms when he pushed his hands down.

Unable to explain how, he drew the strength for endurance from the endless ground beneath him, sensing his own heart beating against it. His heart raced from fear, but right then, his heart and the earth were as one.

“I’m okay,” Pip murmured. He didn’t attempt to stand. “Thank you for the offer, though. That’s very generous.”

“It’s not an offer. We insist.” Oli reached down and grabbed Pip by the front of his shirt, yanking him to his feet as if he weighed nothing at all. Adjusting his grip but not letting go, Oli guided him across the field toward the woods that framed it. Pip staggered and tried his best to find his footing, with his mind racing to find a solution to his predicament.

If he sprung free, he might outrun them. He couldn’t fight; his chances weren’t great if he fought any one of them individually, and three onto one were impossible odds.

A hopeful plan started to form. If the buttons on his shirt popped off, and he left it behind, he just might wriggle free from Oli’s clutches. Right as Pip braced himself for a struggle, he saw what waited on the edge of the woods.

“N-No,” he uttered, digging his heels into the field. “No, you can’t!”

“What?” Oli grinned. He tugged Pip forward, changing the way he held him and effectively eliminating Pip’s one chance at escape. “We’re only going to help make sure you can stand up for yourself without falling on your face. In a few years’ time, you’ll thank us for teaching you a lesson.”

A coiled rope waited at the edge of the woods.

It must’ve been left there. Planted.

Rope carefully placed ahead of this abduction turned the event from a prank or an opportunist moment to extend their bullying to something planned and, therefore, far more sinister.

Whatever Oli had planned, if it involved a rope and the woods, it had to mean the worst. Pip couldn’t let it happen. He couldn’t. He had his whole future ahead of him.

“Looks like he’s about to piss himself; he’s so afraid,” Jason said with a laugh. He pulled out his phone and turned on his flashlight app, lighting up the dark woods that lay ahead. “What’s the matter, Pipsqueak? Afraid to stand on your own?”

“I’m serious. You can’t do this,” Pip said. He struggled against Oli, but Oli held him tight. “You can’t!”

They reached the rope at the edge of the woods. Rhett hefted the rope into his arm and hung it, coiled over his shoulder.

“We’re gonna,” Oli said. “And you get to decide how bad it’s going to be for you. Keep struggling, and we might tie it around that neck of yours. See how tall you can stand when your feet can barely touch the ground.”

“You’re going to kill me if you do that.” Is that their intention? 

Pip guessed he knew what it must be like for the rabbit caught in a fox’s paws. 

In desperation, he glanced to the side and made a break for it, but choked as he was yanked back against Oli’s chest. The bully redoubled his efforts to keep his captive close and locked his arm across Pip’s collarbone, crushing him.

“You’re going to kill yourself if you don’t stop struggling,” Oli hissed into his ear. “You want to behave and accept our help, and we’ll only tie you to a tree so you can practice standing up for yourself. Isn’t that right, guys?”

“Yep,” Rhett agreed, patting the coil of rope on his shoulder. “That’s right.”

“So quit struggling.” Jason turned the light, shining it directly on Pip so it momentarily blinded him and their surroundings went black. “It’s getting old.”

Pip squeezed his eyes shut, pulse hammering in his ears. He couldn’t trust them, but he didn’t have any other choice. The bullies towered over him. The boys were young men twice his size. If he couldn’t break away from Oli, he didn’t have a shot at running away. He let his body go slack and hoped their mercy would reward his cooperation.

“That’s a good boy,” Oli said. “Nice and easy. We’re going to keep walking for a while, find a tree somewhere nice and deep in the woods where no one will look, and let you get some practice in peace.”

“If you tie me up, how am I going to get out?” Pip asked.

Jason turned the flashlight to light the way.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Oli marched forward, forcing Pip to move along, too. “You’re so good at messing things up; you’ll probably just end up falling out of the ropes.” He laughed as if he’d said something funny.

“Right on your ass,” Jason crowed. “Typical. We set you up so you can’t fail, and then you fail regardless.”

Unwilling to believe this was really happening, Pip blinked back tears. The longer they walked, the clearer it became: Oli and his crew intended to take Pip somewhere so deep and distant that even if he shouted, no one would hear him. After everything they’d put him through, when he finally thought he was free of them, they were just going to tie him up in the woods and leave him for dead?

They had to realize what they were doing.

This wasn’t some prank, and it went beyond bullying.

With a real genuine fear for his life, Pip saw no way out of the predicament. There was no reasoning with these assholes.

They pushed on deeper into the denser part of the woods; swirling mist hid the ground from view, but Pip’s feet saw for him. They traversed uneven ground, tangled roots, and crunching leaves.

“Please, please don’t do this,” Pip begged when they came to a sudden halt. They had reached a part of the woods that Pip didn’t recognize. “Please. I’ll do whatever you want.”

“We want you to tie yourself to a tree, then,” Jason said. He hooted at his own joke. “God. And if you shut up, that would probably be nice, too.” All three of them giggled like preschoolers at a birthday party.

Pip saw nothing funny in the dire situation.

Oli thrust Pip forward, and he collided headfirst with a sturdy, gnarled tree with thick bark. An abrasive piece of bark scraped his cheek, the searing sting intense enough that Pip was sure it drew blood. 

Before he had time to lift a hand and assess the damage, Oli grabbed him and spun him around, slamming him into the tree. Then Rhett and Jason set about tying him up.

They bound his arms first, tying Pip’s wrists together. The binding didn’t cut into his skin but wrapped tight enough around it so his hands hung uselessly in front of his body. 

After his hands were secured, they worked in tandem to wrap the rope around the tree, tightening as they went. They wrapped Pip’s torso six times around until he was pressed so tightly to the tree, he couldn’t move. He could only manage to lift his feet and dip his head; the rest of his mobility was stolen.

“Look at this.” Oli stepped back from the tree and opened his arms wide as if showing Pip off to the world. “The Pipsqueak, standing up tall and on his own, for the first time in his life.”

“It’s unnatural.” Jason shook his head. “An abomination. Let’s take pictures.”
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Cell phone cameras flashed. Pip closed his eyes and looked away. His humiliation would appear all over social media, but at least it meant he might have a chance of surviving the ordeal. Someone would see him tied up and search for him. He wouldn’t be left out forever.

“Look at this one.” Rhett snorted.

It went dark. Pip lifted his head and opened his eyes to see Jason’s light illuminating the ground at his feet.

“I got it before the Pipsqueak closed his eyes. Look at how weird they are.”

“They’ve always been weird, like him. So what?” Oli asked. All three huddled around Rhett’s phone, looking down at the screen.

“So, with the spooky forest in the background, he looks like an actual freak,” Rhett explained.

“The gray one looks normal; it’s just...” Jason scrunched his nose in distaste. “The green one is weird. Ick. I didn’t realize there was such an intense color difference between them. What a fucking bizarre picture. Looks fake.”

Pip liked his eyes. Most of the time, his central heterochromia was too faint to notice. Although one of his eyes was solidly gray, the other eye had a crown of green around his pupil. Tendrils of color flared out, like green rays of sunshine from the black sun of his pupil, but the colors suited each other.

“Put it away.” Oli shuddered. “It’s weird. I don’t like it.”

“This whole place is weird.” Jason slowly swiveled, turning in a full circle on the spot and looking in every direction. “Is there a swamp nearby? I mean, what the hell is with this mist?”

“A temperature thing, or something.” Oli scowled and shuddered again, or possibly shivered. “It sometimes happens, all right? Especially when it’s all weird and dark and damp, like in the woods. You don’t need a swamp to have mist.”

“I’m not so sure,” Rhett said uneasily. “Whatever. We’ve got our pictures. Let’s go. The Pipsqueak can deal with the mist all on his own.”

Pip squirmed against the ropes, trying to get them to go slack. “You can’t leave me here.”

Thankfully, they weren’t recording him. Pip heard how pathetic and scared he sounded. Begging Oli to change his mind wasn’t going to work, but he was desperate and stuck with no other option.

“Stop complaining,” Jason snapped. “We haven’t gagged you. You’ve been pretty good so far. I thought you were learning something after all.”

Despite it all, Pip stood strong, attempting to conceal his fear. He wouldn’t let them think they’d won. He couldn’t. Even though it seemed they had.

“Let’s go,” Oli said brusquely, and he turned as if to leave.

“We all bow down to the Almighty Underbite,” Rhett teased, sweeping into a low bow as he backed away. “The only kid in town whose eyes are as messed up as his head is. You’re a total package, aren’t you? A real ladies’ man.”

The bullies all laughed at the joke.

Oli turned again and took a step toward Pip. “If by that you mean lady-man, yeah, sure. The only way he’s getting some love action is face down, ass in the air. No one’s going to want to look at a face like that while they fuck.”

Untrue words couldn’t inflict pain, and Pip let them roll off his shoulders. He honestly considered himself attractive in an unconventional way. Slender and neat, he’d never have the jock aesthetic but dressed nicely. Apart from the subtle difference between his two eyes, there was nothing abnormal about him.

It didn’t matter that Oli and his gang didn’t recognize it. They weren’t Pip’s type, anyway. 

Although, right then, whether anyone would ever crush on Pip in the future took second place to the more pressing concern of whether he’d live to see freedom and then find the love of his life.

Oli turned again and set off toward home with his entourage close by. “Catch ya later, Pipsqueak,” he called out without looking back.

As Oli, Jason, and Rhett left, Pip closed his eyes and worked through a silent mantra. Their destructive words were meant to harm, not meant to tell the truth. He couldn’t take anything they said seriously, and he internalized the thought over and over.

He was worthwhile. He was worthy. He was important.

When the sound of their footsteps faded into nothing, Pip opened his eyes again. He was well and truly alone.

“What are you going to do?” he asked nobody in a whisper, finding comfort in hearing his words out loud against the sounds of the night. He strained against the ropes. “There’s got to be something. You can figure it out. There’s a way to get out of this. C’mon, c’mon...”

Working his shoulders back and forth, Pip squirmed and tried to duck down. When it failed, he planted his feet against the base of the tree and tried to push himself forward.

The ropes didn’t give.

Of course, they didn’t, and Pip found it challenging to focus on the positive right then.

There wasn’t much to be positive about in his life as a poor orphan. Gay and mostly in the closet. A teenager with few prospects and mediocre grades. Humiliated by bullies. Humiliated no matter what happened. Whether they came back and rescued him, or whether he was found dead or alive by other people.

Life was shit.

Yelling would most likely be a waste of breath and energy with no one around to hear him in the middle of the night. Flailing and screaming didn’t make for a good plan and might get him hurt. Without access to water, his throat would dry out, and he wouldn’t be able to call out when he needed to.

He’d wait until the next morning and hope someone walking in the woods or exercising on the football field heard him, but even that was a stretch. The bullies taken him so deep into the forest Pip doubted anyone would hear him.

Pip breathed in deep and held it, then exhaled slowly. Panic started to build inside him, much as he knew it wouldn’t help. He had to remind himself of his value. He whispered the words of his mantra out loud. 

I am worthwhile. I am worthy. I am important.

He had to survive.

The more he wore himself out, the worse it would be. He needed a solid plan to invest all his energy, his limited abilities, and his last grains of hope. 

He wouldn’t survive long without water anyhow. Pip needed to play it smart and use the one tool he had that they couldn’t take away: his brain.

The forest wasn’t going anywhere; he wasn’t going anywhere. Unless those jackasses returned, which seemed unlikely, help wouldn’t arrive until morning at the earliest.

A fresh worry formed and took hold of his troubled mind. First and foremost, he needed to relieve the pressure building in his bladder. Already utterly humiliated by everything that had happened in these woods, Pip didn’t want to add to the ordeal. He wanted to avoid someone finding him with urine-soaked pants and ammonia burns on his legs.

“All right,” Pip said, bolstering himself. “It’s easy. Your hands are—” He stretched his fingers. His hands were so close and yet, not close enough. He didn’t have the dexterity required to reach and tackle his fly.

A branch snapped, and Pip fell silent. Whatever had broken, it sounded much heavier than a squirrel. What kind of creatures lived deep in the woods?

Bears? Coyotes? Wolves?

Pip stopped thinking about it. Instead, he kept very still and turned his head toward the noise. A pair of eyes flashed in the darkness, distinctly animal.

“God,” Pip whispered, unable to help himself. He strained against the rope, but it wouldn’t budge. “Please, please don’t do this.”

The eyes came closer. If it weren’t for the pale moonlight that made its way through the foliage overhead, Pip never would have seen them. He couldn’t even make out what kind of animal they belonged to, but they definitely saw him.

“I will kick you,” Pip warned. He kicked out his feet to show he meant trouble, but it only stopped the animal in its tracks, not turn it around.

A second set of eyes joined it, both of them glinting in the darkness. Then another. Fur, shimmering like still water under starlight, drew Pip’s eye. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness of night, he saw them more clearly.

Magnificent creatures.

Wolves.

Movement caught Pip’s attention. While he hadn’t been looking, three more wolves had approached his other side. They formed a semicircle surrounding the tree. They gazed at him as though curious and afraid to get close.

“That’s right.” Although shaken, he tried to sound confident. “I’ll kick you. I’ll kick you, and it’ll hurt.”

Pip expected them to charge and braced himself for the assault when something surprising happened. The wolves sat. Mist swirled around their haunches, alive despite the still air. Pip had no way to explain what happened. He didn’t know a lot about wolves, but he didn’t think a pack of them would just sit and watch their prey.

Would they?

He watched them, alert for the sign of an attack, which he was sure would come at any moment.

If these were his last few moments alive, Pip wanted to make sure they counted. He took a minute to breathe in the forest air, crisp and humid, perfumed with pine and fallen leaves. He savored the rough sensation of bark against his skin, taking time to appreciate that he felt anything at all. The beating of his heart drowned out most of the noises of the forest, but when Pip focused, he heard the chirp of crickets and the buzz of nighttime insects.

If only for a second, he distracted himself from the danger and said goodbye to a world far more beautiful than he’d noticed before.

The mist swirled in tendrils and parted.

Parted?

Wondering if it were a trick of the light, Pip squinted. There was no mistake. Moonlight streamed into the small section of forest with startling intensity, illuminating the six wolves gathered before him and revealing the strange parting in the mist. The wolves all sat to either side of it like they’d anticipated its arrival. It opened up wider, forming a straight passage—a pathway to Pip.

Further into the forest, the shadows moved. A shape emerged, taller than a wolf but narrower than a bear. The manlike figure stood erect, and Pip would’ve thought it was a man, except for his height. It seemed as if the giant stood eight feet tall. 

The creature stepped into the moonlight.

It was a massive beast of a man with shoulders as broad as an outhouse, and his muscled arms had the girth of a tree trunk.

The stranger paid no attention to the wolves, acting as if they weren’t there, and they paid no attention to him in return. The wolves sat as still as obedient dogs. Maybe they were dogs, not wolves.

As the figure took a step forward along the mist-cleared path, familiarity washed through Pip, gripping his chest so hard, it hurt. Pip’s lips parted, but he had no words to speak. He froze.

He knew what he saw, but he struggled to accept the message his eyes sent to his brain.

Not only did Pip’s mind struggle to remember, but his heart ached for the memory, too. Something about the tall, muscular, noble figure seemed familiar. It wasn’t just the man, either, but everything about this weird setting: the mist, the ancient forest, the damp scent of moss, the dogs.

That’s right; they were dogs. Or wolves? He couldn’t tell.

The feeling of purpose, of destiny, that Pip had harbored tugged with more force than it ever had before.

The figure stopped several feet away, and he looked Pip over curiously.

Pip sobbed, he couldn’t help it. He had no idea why. 

Of course, his predicament was reason enough. The relief of being found alive and the surreal, ghostly environment may have been the cause of the strange churning emotions that Pip didn’t understand and couldn’t control.

The tears came all at once, triggered by whatever had awakened deep inside. He struggled against his ropes as fat tears rolled down his cheeks. The mist. The wolves. The handsome stranger. All of it seemed weirdly familiar, as if from a dream, or like something he’d loved long ago but had forgotten all about.

The man lifted a hand, his fingers extended as if he were about to conduct an orchestra, and the dogs rose to their feet in unison. Pip wept, fighting to free his hands. His attempts were in vain. The man extended the hand slowly toward the tree, pointing a single finger. He moved with grace and nobility as if the smallest of his movements still bore significance.

No, as if the smallest of his movements wielded enormous power. Pip knew this but wasn’t sure how.

The dogs moved into action. They approached Pip, each one of them slow and cautious. The first nuzzled against his thigh; the second mouthed at the rope, then bit and pulled. Soon, all of them were united in their efforts.

Somehow, Pip knew he was safe, and he watched without fear as they worked at the bindings.

The rope strained, then slackened, and Pip stumbled as his legs took his own weight once more.

With a strangled cry, Pip pulled free of the ropes and fell forward. Practicality urged him to run and not look back, but the sickening nostalgic part of his mind and the beating of his heart begged him to stay.

Sobbing and struggling with his choice, he remained still, frozen and unable to flee.

Letting his hand drop, the man stood, silent and stoic, in front of Pip for a long while. Surely this had to be a dream? He had to be hallucinating. This could not be real.

As the man stepped forward, Pip imagined a soft crunch of twigs and leaves. He didn’t hear any footsteps; they were inaudible over the constant buzz of the music of nature at nighttime.

Pip lifted his head, the last of his tears streaming down his cheeks. The closer the man got, the less the insistent tugging bothered him. Step by graceful step, the man traversed the forest floor until he stood directly in front of Pip. Close enough to touch.

Ropes still bound his hands. If they hadn’t, he would have run his fingers along the man’s sturdy jaw and stroked the stubbled skin. The more he looked, the more he thought the man’s skin looked rough and bark-like—wooden, like the tree he’d been pinned against for so long. At the same time, young and green enough to bend without being brittle. It may have been a trick of the moonlight, as Pip looked through tearful eyes, but the stubble looked a lot like tree bark in a strange but fitting way.

In turn, the man looked down at him, and he did reach out. Both of his hands trailed across Pip’s jaw, fingers encircling the back of Pip’s head. The man’s palms cupped Pip delicately, like a lover’s might after a long time apart. It should have seemed weird, invasive. It didn’t.

The touch was right.

When the man leaned down and kissed him, he stole the breath from Pip’s lungs and the strength from his knees. Pip surrendered to him and kissed back, enchanted. For his very first real-life kiss, it seemed so right, as if they had met already and a long-term commitment existed between them.

The way the man touched Pip with reverence and kissed with passion... It was something amazing and new for Pip. It felt as if they were longtime lovers reunited after spending some time apart. He even tasted familiar, a little like fresh salad leaves.

Pip knew nothing of this man, this creature, yet he trusted him. Instinctively, he trusted him more than anything.

Pip’s heart beat fast, heavy, and full.

“Sleep,” the man whispered against Pip’s lips, his voice like a lullaby long forgotten.

Pip submitted to the magic and knew no more.
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A warm fire crackled close to Pip’s head, and he woke up with a start. He rolled back as his eyes focused. The ceiling was high above him. A fire burned in a carefully constructed pit in the center of the room. Large hearthstones surrounded it; they were smooth and highly polished like granite. 

Pip lay on what appeared to be a bed, a framework of wood, the center piled high with soft fur pelts. It was much larger than any bed back home but still, it barely filled a corner of the vast space in which Pip found himself. 

Next to him, a dozing wolf-dog lifted its head lazily, looked at him with amber eyes, then dropped its head back onto the furs. A second lay curled at the end of the bed and didn’t wake when Pip stirred.

What the hell is going on?

The animal beside Pip rolled over, exposing his belly and pressing up against him. They had to be dogs and exceptionally well-trained ones at that. 

Pip recalled their behavior when they’d found him bound to a tree as he ran his hands through the animal’s coarse, thick fur. Its tongue lolled from the side of his mouth, and it panted happily when Pip scratched his stomach.

Wherever this place was, it wasn’t home. Nothing like.

Not one but two double doors shielded the wide entrance to the room, and the walls were a rustic whitewash over plaster. Large tapestries covered a large part of each of the four walls. Huge comfortable-looking leather sofas took up space opposite each other on either side of the fire. 

A rickety shelf held some used copper pots, a few ancient-looking dishes, and some dusty books near the bed. Across the other side of the room were a few wooden crates and black leather cases. 

It was clearly a place for lounging around in comfy clothes with the household pets; the place looked lived in but kind of old and a little neglected. It also seemed alien because it lacked all the modern electrical gadgets Pip expected to find in a sitting room.

Despite how very strange it appeared, it was warm and cozy, with a homey familiar scent about it.

Pip settled back onto the bed and nestled against the wolf-like dog, finding strange comfort in being so close to such a strong animal.

“Where did the rest of you go?” Pip asked as he stroked its belly. “There were so many of you before.”

“They came with me.” The voice from the doorway made Pip’s heart skip a beat.

He lifted his head. The man who rescued him came through the doorway carrying a bag over his shoulder, his skin free of anything that resembled bark, which might have been only in Pip’s imagination. The man was almost free of anything at all, actually.

He wandered in and stood near the fire pit completely naked except for the clock that hung from his shoulders.

The rest of the dogs trailed in after him; some of them climbed into bed with Pip, others settled across the room, creating a comfortable-looking pile of warm animal fur. The temperature in the room rose by many degrees, quickly. It must’ve surely been from the warmth of all those bodies and not from the blood rush Pip experienced at the sight of the stranger.

The huge naked stranger.

He was big all over, and in magnificent proportion.

Not only was the man without clothes, but he really didn’t need them. He was gorgeous.

With just a glance, Pip noted how his arms, his chest, his thigh all had the muscle definition that made him appear sculpted from stone. 

Pip pulled one of the fur pelts over his lap, hoping to conceal his natural reaction to the man’s presence.

“I. Um. I...” Pip glanced down, not allowing his gaze to fixate on the stranger’s impressive flaccid cock. 

Had the man been nude back in the woods? Pip racked his memory, trying to remember, but he’d been so overcome by fear and then bizarre nostalgia, the details were hazy.

“You are awake.” If the man hadn’t been nude before, he paid no mind to it now, as if it were perfectly natural. He strode across the room and lowered himself into the furs on the other side of the wolf. 

He allowed the cloak to fall from his shoulders as he curled one of his hands beneath Pip’s chin and lifted Pip’s head until they were eye to eye.

“Yeah,” Pip mumbled, too distracted by the man’s eyes—and things—to string together anything more complex than a simple affirmation. The green, mossy color of the man’s irises reminded Pip of the color encircling his one heterochromatic eye. “I am.”

Getting hot and flustered, Pip blushed from head to foot. He was gay—and a virgin—and in the company of an attractive naked man. The only man he’d ever kissed. Pip’s pulse raced, and his heart pounded loud enough to be audible.

He felt nervous too; totally unsure of the stranger’s intentions.

Pip may have just survived a near-death ordeal and had no idea where he was right then, and yet... for some inexplicable reason, he felt safe. But should he trust his instincts?

“Are you well?”

“I am.” Pip wasn’t so sure, so he stuck with the short answer.

Being somewhere unfamiliar, in a makeshift bed with a naked stranger, surrounded by wolves, didn’t generally equate with well-being. There were about a million things that could go wrong at the drop of a pin, but he stayed optimistic. It still qualified as a vast improvement on his situation before being surrounded by the wolf-dogs. And so far, nothing had gone wrong.

“Where am I?”

“Home.”

It sounded entirely reasonable. 

The simple statement tugged at the thread that bound around Pip’s chest. Impulsively, he scooted forward to close some of the distance between himself and the man. The dog lying between them huffed and stretched, then backed out from where it lay and curled up instead with the wolf at the end of the bed.

“I meant more... more of ‘Where is this place?’” A little too aware of himself, Pip slid a hand closer to the man’s bare thigh. He never imagined himself so daring that he’d actually initiate intimate contact with this man. And yet, it was difficult not to.

The delicate curve of the man’s lips and the affectionate glint in his eyes as he looked at him made Pip feel more than wanted—treasured. It was the strangest thing. “This place? Where are we?”

“In my quarters at the palace in Sylna,” the man replied simply.

Well, he didn’t seem to be a conversationalist. If he wasn’t here to talk, what did he want from Pip?

Despite his better judgment and all the common sense alarm bells at the very back of his mind, Pip hoped for something—something he shouldn’t, something wrong. If the stranger attempted to take advantage of Pip in his vulnerable situation, Pip would consent. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself.

“How do I get home from here?” Pip asked.

The man moved his hand from beneath Pip’s chin to cup his cheek, and Pip nuzzled into it before thinking about it. Even the slightest touches sent sparks racing across his skin and stirred his arousal in troubling ways.

“I, um, I appreciate you went out of your way to rescue me, but I need to go home before my family gets worried.” Pip managed to speak without betraying what he really wanted: the inexplicable way he craved this stranger’s touch.

“It is far and late and dark. You will not find your way.” His speech was slow and deliberate, each word measured and considered and delivered in a deep, delicious voice. The man caressed Pip’s cheek, then took his hand away to set the bag down on the bed and open it. There were several things inside, the most obvious being a bottle of wine, its long dark neck poking out from the opened top. “Come. Dine with me.”

Pip looked at the wine, then up at the man. He bit the inside of his cheek, doing his best to drag himself out of the fantasy world building up around him and back into reality. As a gay eighteen-year-old virgin alone with a mature naked man he didn’t know but to whom he was wildly attracted, it was probably a very bad idea to drink wine.

“I don’t drink. I’m too young.” 

The space between them was charged, air too thick, like their little microcosm of reality existed in a place set apart from the rest and had grown heavy with their immediate chemistry.

“Water, then?” The man set the bottle aside, and Pip followed his hand with his eyes. Every little thing the man did, drew him in. “Name it, and it will be yours.” It seemed as if the man wasn’t only offering an alcohol-free beverage.

Pip bit down on his lip and moved his hand closer, wanting to touch the stranger’s leg, but knowing it was an incredibly bad idea. He barely knew the man. An intimate gesture like that would be inappropriate. He badly wanted to, though, and didn’t know how long he’d be able to resist.

It was difficult not to stare at that man’s muscular thighs and the way his huge cock lay between them perfectly still and in clear view.

“Water is fine.” Pip’s voice was hoarse. Everything was happening so quickly. “I... If you just want to take me home, that’s fine, too.”

“I will not have you travel by night,” the man declared decisively. “For now, you will stay. In the morning, when the way is clear, you may go or stay as you wish.”

In any other situation, Pip’s stranger danger meter would’ve been registering off the charts, but the gentle way the man spoke and the candid affection he displayed for Pip put any worries to rest before they formed. The force inside him that had promised greater things had stilled, satisfied like never before.

Pip was safe, he just knew it.

“If you will not drink with me, will you eat?” From the bag, he produced a loaf of artisan bread, carefully wrapped in a paper bag; a small dark glass bottle—Pip couldn’t guess what it contained; a block of cheese; and some ripe red tomatoes, not wrapped, but still on the vine.

At the combination of food and bed and nudity and wolves, Pip snorted back a laugh.

The man frowned. “Is it not to your liking?”

“No. No, um, that’s not it. It’s just... I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like you.” He said the words before thinking them through, and as soon as they reached his ears, they troubled him. 

What did he mean? He had no idea what this man should seem like. 

“I, er, that was weird, sorry. I meant to say this place is so palatial, and you appear so noble, and then to bring out a brick of cheese, and this...” He waved his hands in the direction of the bag and its items while searching for the right phrase. He didn’t want to seem ungrateful. “This food...”

The stranger didn’t seem upset. He smiled, green eyes alive with a joy Pip couldn’t place.

“It just struck me as funny,” Pip concluded awkwardly. “That’s all. Thank you for your hospitality. What’s your name?”

“It does not matter. It is the middle of the night, and if you wanted to eat, these are the foods I thought you would like.” The man stood, holding a fur and draping it across his shoulder. “I will go and fetch you some water. Stay. Eat. All I want is to make sure your stomach is full, and you are safe, warm, and well.”

“Thank you.” 

Pip let his gaze trail across the man’s body as he stood. 

His shoulders were broad and strong, leading to muscular arms lean of fat and rife with power. His pectorals were defined, as were the abs that rippled over his stomach. A trail of dark hair led from the man’s navel downward, and Pip couldn’t resist stealing a momentary glance at his cock before reminding himself it was bad manners to stare.

Pip averted his eyes, but not before noticing that, while not standing bolt upright, it appeared fuller and more alive than when the man first made his entrance.

“Are the, um, the dogs going to be a problem?” Pip looked at the man again as he asked the question, but struggled to find the man’s face as his gaze honed in on the steadily swelling and rising cock that appeared to point right at him.

He gulped and licked his lips.

“Them?” The man gestured at the animals curled up, asleep, at the end of the bed. “Never.”

Pip’s face heated up when he locked eyes with the stranger who smirked. He’d clearly been watching Pip’s hungry fascination with what rose between them. 

Pip hoped that the stranger’s next action would be to make him do all the things he really wanted to do but should not. Instead, the stranger turned and walked toward the door with the tight muscles of his back and ass in plain view. 

The man came to a stop in the doorway, one hand poised on the frame. The door had been left ajar since he entered, but there was no breeze or sound of movement outside.

He looked over his shoulder at Pip, with an expression so gentle and caring that Pip’s instinct urged him to invite the man back into bed if only so they could be close again.

“Wait, before you go, what’s your name?” 

“Kane. I am Kane, my little one. So comes a time that we should part.” 

“Fear not, I shall be in your heart,” Pip replied reflexively. 

He slapped a hand over his mouth, startled, not knowing what he’d just said or why. The words had slipped out of him without his permission, and he had no clue what to make of them. It came out as instinctive, the natural response to the comment and one Pip had heard many times before.

The man’s eyes sparkled, and he smiled. If he found the comment strange, it didn’t show. He passed through the doorway, leaving Pip alone.
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Before the man returned, Pip fell asleep, lulled by the heat, the glow of the fire, and the lateness of the hour. 

When he awoke, he found himself on the forest floor instead of a nest of furs. Where he expected to find the fire pit that had kept him warm and lulled him back to sleep, he found nothing more than a rotted tree stump. The edge of the bed frame was actually the body of a fallen tree, which had mossed over with the passage of time.

Fully clothed and disoriented, Pip picked himself up and looked around, wondering if he hadn’t sleepwalked, but he saw no signs of a palace, not even a hut.

Had it all been a hallucination? A dream?

It didn’t explain how he’d escaped from being tied to the tree or what happened to nighttime as some hazy sunlight made its way through the tree canopy. And a dream wouldn’t account for the carefully packed cloth bag with bread and cheese that sat right beside him.

He pulled out his phone to check the time and the Maps App and connect with something familiar. He held down one button after another when the thing didn’t light up, sure it had plenty of charge the last time he’d used it, when on his way to see Greg. The damn thing had either run out of juice or somehow broke; whichever, it remained dead in his hands. Pip pocketed it again.

In no mood for eating and eager to get to civilization, he picked up the bag and shouldered it before turning full circle, wondering which way home.

He had no idea where he was. The dense tree canopy left little of the sky to see. The way the light filtered through the trees made it difficult to access the location of the rising sun—at least then he’d know east. He made an uncertain guess and set off in the direction he hoped was home.

While he made his way through the woods, he recalled everything he’d been through. The wolf-dogs, the man, and the room with the bed—they must’ve been real. How else would he have gotten out of the ropes? And what other explanation was there for the picnic bag?

As he walked, the snap of a branch turned his head, and Pip came to a sudden stop. He squinted through the trees, looking for one of the dogs he’d seen the night before. It never materialized. A squirrel darted across the forest floor, scampered up a tree, and chattered at him from a branch far out of his reach.

Alone again, Pip dug his hands into his pockets and shook his head. The surreal and magical happenings of last night would never happen again. He’d had a once-in-a-lifetime experience and one without any rational explanation. One he couldn’t explain to himself, even after way too much thought.
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