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Dedication


For Will. You didn’t think we’d forget about you, did you?






Book Description


When all actions have repercussions, it isn’t really a game.

Mallory had been so certain it was time for a challenge, that they could take on something of a higher level and survive. But maybe she was wrong. When an encounter with a frog mage doesn’t go as well as expected, she begins to doubt their ability to take on greater challenges and complete some of the quests they’d planned to focus on. 
*
This story was written by Australian authors using Australian spelling.






Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Characters
Ahron (ah-ron)
Alamaree (el-ah-mah-ree)
Cila (sill-uh)
Danae (da-nay)
Deneg (den-eg)
Emica (em-e-cah)
Grotmur (grot-mer)
Hisoki (hiss-oh-key)
Jorgen (jaw-gen)
Kruth (kr-uth)
Sarisa (sa-risa)
Tivon (tiv-on)

Places
Buckneth (buck-neth)
Eridell (air-a-dell)
Inadon (in-ah-don)
Lilica (lil-e-cah)
Morlee (more-lee)
Sendale (sen-dale)
Shadhurst (shad-hurst)
Shadville (shad-vil)
Simria (sim-re-ah)
Surith (soo-rith)
Ursen (ur-sen)
Velkden (velk-den)
Wester (west-er)
Wildebay (wild-bay)




Foreword


Opening stats, Mallory’s notebook entries recapping the previous adventures and other details can be found at: 
www.avrilsabine.com/series/gotrt
The notebook entries will contain spoilers if you haven’t read the book they refer to.




Chapter One


Sitting across the kitchen table from her brother, Mallory tried to focus on the bowl of cereal in front of her. Every time she looked up and caught her brother’s gaze, she wanted to grin at the thought of how soon they’d be returning to Inadon. Since Norine sat at the table with them, that wasn’t a good idea. It’d probably lead to more questions than they’d faced yesterday. Or at least yesterday in this world. 
Neither of them had dressed in their school uniforms yet, trying desperately to keep things as normal as possible. Brodie’s short, brown hair stuck up in all directions while her long brown hair, that was naturally streaked with copper highlights, fell in a tangled mess around her shoulders. It had taken a great deal of effort not to brush it before breakfast. Neither of them got ready for school any sooner than they had to. If they started changing the way they did things, it’d lead to questions they couldn’t answer. And didn’t want to answer since it’d lead to their mum taking the disc from them to prevent them from returning to Inadon.
Brodie added more cereal and milk to his bowl, both still sitting on the table from when he’d served himself before.
Norine frowned, her gaze focused on Brodie’s bowl. “Haven’t you already had enough? The amount you eat is ridiculous.”
“I’m still hungry.” Brodie shovelled more food in his mouth.
“At this rate, you’ll have to get a job to help pay the food bill with the amount you’ve been eating lately,” Norine warned.
Mallory tried not to laugh. A sound escaped, drawing her mum’s attention. Picking up her empty bowl, she rose from the table. “Don’t go looking at me. I’m not the one who eats almost constantly.” She put the bowl in the sink, rinsing it out. “He’s probably growing again. He always eats more before he grows.”
“That’s all I need.” Norine sighed. “Between the amount of food you eat and how fast you grow out of your clothes I probably spend half my wages on you. I’ve a good mind to send you to your father’s for the weekend so he can see for himself that I’m not exaggerating.”
“It’s not my fault,” Brodie muttered. “And I don’t want to go to Dad’s. There’s nothing to do there.”
Norine started to speak, breaking off when her phone rang in the lounge room where she’d left it, the tune signalling it was her partner. “I wonder why Alicia is ringing at this hour of the morning.” She stood up quickly, knocking over the milk bottle Brodie had left on the edge of the table. She reached for it as it headed towards the floor, not fast enough to catch it.
Brodie grabbed the bottle from mid air, barely glancing at it. Placing the bottle on the table, he returned to eating his breakfast.
Norine stared at him, the phone continuing to ring in the background. “How did you manage to catch that?”
Brodie shrugged, swallowing his mouthful. “Guess it was that point I put in dexterity.”
Mallory barely managed not to laugh. It was close though. “Probably the fear it’d break if it hit the floor and he’d have no milk for breakfast tomorrow. You know what he’s like about food.”
Norine frowned at Brodie, glancing in the direction of the lounge room when her phone stopped ringing. “Can’t we have a single conversation without one of you talking computer games?” She strode towards the lounge room, glancing over her shoulder. “Get ready for school. I need to ring Alicia back.”
Mallory waited until Norine was out of hearing, returning to the table. “Do you think it was from the dexterity point?” Normally it’d be her brother knocking things over, not catching them.
Brodie shrugged, continuing to eat.
“I wonder how putting points in constitution will effect us in this world,” Mallory said.
Finished his second bowl of cereal, Brodie took the bowl to the sink. “I wonder if the spells you’ve learned will have any kind of effect on you in this world.”
“I doubt it,” Mallory said. “There are probably no wands in this world to focus the magic.”
“I forgot about that.” Finished rinsing his bowl, Brodie turned off the tap.
Norine came back into the kitchen. “Alicia’s car has broken down. I need to give her a lift to work. She’ll never get a taxi at this hour.” She gestured towards the sink. “Make sure you do the dishes before you head to school.”
Mallory stared after her mum as she strode from the kitchen, heading for her bedroom. They could leave early this morning?
Brodie nudged her arm. “Did you hear that? We’ll be able to leave early.”
“Shh.” She glanced in the direction her mum had headed. “If she hears you, we won’t. And we won’t be able to leave too early. Mrs Torres will comment to Mum about it.” Mallory glanced at the table. “You wipe that down and put everything away. I’ll start the dishes.” Before she began the dishes, she sent Ryan a text to let him know they’d be able to leave a little early.
The kitchen was cleaned and they were dressed and ready for school at the same time as Norine walked out the door, warning them not to be late for the bus. Mallory, who’d plaited her hair back out of the way, grabbed hold of Brodie when he headed for the door. “Give her a chance to leave. She hasn’t even started the car yet.” She kept her voice low.
“I’m not stupid. I just want to check out the front window so I can see when she leaves.” Brodie pulled out of her grip.
“What do you think Mum would say if she saw you at the window?” Hearing the car start, and drive off, Mallory headed for the front door. “Now we can check.”
Brodie reached the door first, pulling it open and looking outside. “All clear. We can go.”
Mallory took out her mobile phone. “I’ll send Ryan a text to let him know she’s left.”
Once again, they met him at the corner of their street, not wanting to risk Mrs Torres from across the road telling tales to their mum. That old woman loved getting them in trouble. Or at least that’s the way Mallory saw it from past experience. Reaching the dull white van parked at the corner, she clambered in the front with Ryan while Brodie got in the back with Callum.
“I swear this van is looking worse today,” Brodie muttered as he slid the back door shut. “We need somewhere better to leave from so you can return this piece of crap to your mate.”
Mallory looked over to Ryan as she pulled the door shut. His long, dark hair was tied at the nape of his neck, his tall frame was filled out from hours at the gym and his shoulders were broad. “What’s my surprise?”
Ryan chuckled, his dark eyes filled with humour. “No hello or anything?” He leaned towards her. “Such as a kiss.”
Dropping her backpack on the floor at her feet, she pressed a hand against his chest, preventing him from coming closer. “I don’t think you deserve one after making me wait this long to find out. It took me ages to fall asleep last night wondering what the surprise is.” She wasn’t about to admit to him that part of the trouble had been the excitement of returning to Inadon today.
Ryan chuckled again, settling back in his seat. “You need to wait a little longer.” Ryan pulled out onto the road. “This is one of those kind of surprises where you have to see it.”
Mallory took her purple notebook and a pen out of her backpack. “You have got to be kidding. How much longer do I have to wait? Does Callum know?” She glanced at the curtain blocking her view of the rear section of the van.
“He didn’t tell me either.” Callum drew the curtain open. He had the same dark eyes and hair colour as his brother, but his hair was kept short and his tall frame was wiry. “Although I really can’t be annoyed since he bought me a coffee seedling yesterday.”
“Close the curtain. I’m trying to get dressed,” Brodie said.
“You haven’t got your gear out of your schoolbag yet.” Callum closed the curtain.
“There won’t be time to get dressed, you’ll have to wait.” Ryan glanced at Mallory. “And no, I’m still not going to tell you anything.”




Chapter Two


Seeing it would be pointless trying to get any information out of Ryan, Mallory glanced at the curtain. “Have you named the seedling yet? And added it to the party.” 
“I’ll wait until we’re ready to go,” Callum said.
“Need a hand?” Brodie asked.
“Not after last night’s suggestions. I’m not calling it latte, or cappuccino,” Callum said.
Grinning at Callum’s words, Mallory opened her notebook. “What should I write down today?”
Ryan slowed. He pulled into a rutted driveway and stopped in a gravelled carpark opposite an old, red brick apartment building. “That will have to wait. It’s time to get out. Bring everything with you.”
Mallory shoved her notebook and pen into her backpack, swinging it onto her shoulder as she clambered out. “Why are we here?” She examined the peeling paint on the eaves of the building, the guttering rusted through in places. There were several doors across the front of the ground floor of the building, narrow windows beside them, and a centrally located door held open with a rock. Concrete steps were visible through the doorway.
“Because we’re going inside one of the apartments.”
Her gaze was drawn to a man who walked towards the carpark, glaring at them. She lowered her voice. “Is it safe?” She glanced at the man again. He continued to glare at them.
Chuckling, Ryan slipped an arm around her waist. He also carried a backpack. “This from the person who’s faced hellions?”
“I had my wand when I faced them.” Mallory glanced at Brodie and Callum who joined them, Callum carrying his coffee seedling. Like her, Brodie was still in his school uniform. Only Ryan and Callum wore jeans and a shirt. “Where is the surprise?”
“This way.” Ryan headed towards the left, leading them along the side of the building to a door partway along. Like all the other doors, there was a narrow window beside it. This particular window had a lacy curtain hanging at it that had once been white and was now a greyish colour.
“Who lives here?” Callum asked.
Ryan unlocked the door and stepped inside, grinning. “No one.”
Mallory followed him inside. “What do you mean by no one?” Her gaze swept the small living area, a kitchen to the right of the entrance with two rickety stools set at a bench that separated the kitchen from the rest of the room and an open space to the left for a lounge suite, a damaged television aerial jack in the wall. There were two doors on the far wall, both shut. The place was dimly lit with only light from the single window and door entering the room, but that wasn’t what had Mallory stepping back.
“It’s available for rent,” Ryan said. “When they told me I could pick up the key and have another look by myself this morning I thought we could leave for Inadon from here.”
Mallory stared at the cockroach that ran past her shoe. “Do they charge extra for the roaches? Or do they throw them in for free?”
“You’re going to rent this?” Brodie did a slow turn. “We could bring Danni, Fang and Smudge back?”
Callum looked at the cockroaches that ran across the kitchen bench. “You couldn’t find anything better?”
Ryan shrugged. “Not in my budget and not within a five to ten minute drive from our homes. If it’s too far away you’d be late to school, if we kept leaving in the morning like this.”
Mallory took another step back when a cockroach ran directly towards her. “Do you think we’d be able to get rid of them?”
Callum opened one of the kitchen cupboards and rapidly closed it. “I don’t like our chances. Considering the amount of dead bodies, there’s still a lot of roaches here.”
Mallory checked the time on her phone. “We’ve got half an hour left until we need to leave. Otherwise, we’ll be late.”
Ryan gestured towards two closed doors. “Bathroom and bedroom. You can get changed in one of them.” He turned on the light before closing and locking the front door. The bare bulb hanging from the ceiling didn’t help much.
Mallory eyed the two closed doors, looking at the stained ceiling when she heard the sound of footsteps running overhead. They were followed by a woman yelling at someone to stop making so much noise.
“The irony.” Callum also looked upwards.
Ryan chuckled. “You should have seen some of the other places I looked at yesterday. This place is a palace in comparison.”
“A cockroach palace.” Mallory hurried out of the way of another cockroach that scurried towards her, opening the door on the left. It was a bedroom. The carpet was faded and the walls patched and painted in a slightly different shade over the patched sections. There were no windows or furnishings. But there were more cockroaches of varying sizes scurrying around. “I thought cockroaches hid during the day and only came out when it was dark and quiet.” She opened the second door. The bathroom contained a shower, with no shower curtain, and a toilet with a black coloured lid and seat. The floor and shower were covered in tiny tiles that may have once been white but were now grey in the middle and a darker grey around the edges of each one.
Callum peered over her shoulder, still holding the coffee seedling. “Give me an outhouse on Inadon any day. They’re a lot cleaner than this.”
“It can be cleaned,” Ryan said.
“I think you’d need an industrial pressure cleaner to get this place clean,” Callum said. “And even then the cockroaches would probably still be here.”
“Having a pool party?” Ryan asked.
Callum chuckled. “Wouldn’t surprise me.”
Mallory turned to face Ryan. “What if we all put money towards rent and utilities? We could find something better and possibly with two or three bedrooms.” She glanced at the shower that had mould along all the edges and corners. “And with a bathroom we can use when we return from Inadon.” They might even be able to get a washing machine and clothes dryer so they could bring their clothes back to clean rather than always needing to hand wash them.
“What about four bedrooms and then we can have one each,” Brodie said.
“Four bedrooms is way out of our price range. Particularly around this area,” Ryan said. “Even in the older suburbs bordering ours.”
Mallory eyed the bathroom again. “We better get ready. We’ve got a lot planned for when we return to Inadon.”
“Taking on more of the dark forces so we can be paid more when we return here,” Brodie said. “Then we’ll be able to afford any place we want.”
Callum’s gaze was focused on the seedling he continued to hold. “We’ll have to talk to the wagoner about his friends who might be interested in growing coffee plants.”
Mallory stepped inside the bathroom, turning on the light before she closed the door. The entire time it took her to change into her jeans and a t-shirt, she kept an eye on the cockroaches that scurried around the bathroom. Shoving her school uniform in her backpack, she took out the leather boots that were in a plastic bag inside it. After slipping them on, she shoved her sneakers in the plastic bag and put them in her backpack. She opened the door and stepped into the main part of the apartment. “I’m going to end up having nightmares about cockroaches.”
Brodie came out of the bedroom at the same time as Mallory exited the bathroom, also dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. “Don’t be so lame, Mal. They’re cockroaches. Not like they’re undines or something.”
Mallory pointed at Brodie’s head. “Is that a cockroach crawling across your hair?”
Brodie frantically brushed at his hair. “Where? Is it gone? Can you see it?”
Mallory laughed. “Don’t be so lame. It’s not like they’re undines.”
Brodie glared at everyone when they laughed. “Very funny.”
“Yeah, it was.” Mallory crossed the room to stand beside Ryan. “What options were there other than this place?”
He took out his phone. “The only decent one in this price range is a bit out of the way. You couldn’t always be guaranteed to get to school on time.” He pulled up an image of a townhouse and showed it to her.
The dwelling looked old and worn, but tidy. “That’s much better than this.” Mallory looked up at Ryan. “What about the ones you said were too expensive for you? We seriously need something better than this place. Anything we left here would get full of cockroaches.” She glanced at Brodie. “They’d probably eat our food too.”
“I can put money towards rent and stuff.” Brodie came closer, his gaze drawn to the phone Ryan held. “What else is there?”
Mallory tried not to smile, but she wasn’t successful.
Ryan tilted the phone so they could see the images as he scrolled through. “These are the ones in the next price bracket that are within a ten minutes drive of our places.”




Chapter Three


Mallory stretched her hand out towards Ryan’s phone. “Go back one. I recognise that place.” Lowering her hand, she stared at the old cornershop that had been boarded up for as long as she could remember. It was about a five minute walk from their place. 
“Cool. I’d live there,” Brodie said. “Has it got any of the old shop stuff in it?”
“What’s the layout like?” Callum asked.
“It has the shop at the front and a storage room behind that. At the back, that you reach through the storage room, is a kitchen, bathroom and two bedrooms.” Ryan pulled up some of the photos for them to look at. The rooms were worn and faded. “There’s also a small fenced yard out the back.” He brought up an image of an overgrown yard surrounded by fence palings, the dark green paint peeling. A large fig tree with widespread branches was in the corner, the roots snaking across the ground.
“It’d be perfect,” Brodie said. “I could bring Fang back with me. She’d love the place. Think we’d be able to put a pet flap in the back door?”
“It’s got no lounge room, or living area,” Ryan said.
“We could use the shop area for that,” Callum said.
Ryan looked at each of them. “You like this one the best?”
Callum shrugged. “It’s not far from home and it is on the way to school.”
“I’ll arrange a time for us to look at it when we return.” Ryan locked the phone screen and slipped it into his backpack. “We need to get ready to go.” He brushed cockroaches and their droppings off the kitchen bench and put his backpack on it. The critters scurried away when they hit the floor. After washing his hands, he took his laptop out of the backpack and set it up on the bench.
Mallory avoided the scurrying cockroaches, not wanting to stand on one, and placed her backpack beside Ryan’s. She checked the time on her phone before she slipped it inside her backpack. “I didn’t get a chance to write anything in my notebook.”
“Better write down mum had to pick Alicia up this morning.” Brodie dropped his backpack beside the other two. He eyed the cockroaches on the floor. “Do you think the food in my backpack will be okay? How fast can they move? Are they quick enough to reach it in two seconds?”
“They can travel a metre in a second.” Callum placed his backpack with the three already on the bench, keeping hold of the seedling. He turned to Mallory. “You should write down that Ryan needs to find better rentals for us to look at.”
Ryan grinned. “Think I’d forget after all your complaints?”
Mallory scrawled the words in the notebook and returned it to her backpack, taking out the disc. She put it in the laptop drawer since it had finished turning on.
Callum sat the seedling, in its clay pot, on the bench beside the laptop. “How do I do this? Should I take it out of the soil? Or will the pot come with us?”
“Name it and add it,” Ryan said. “I guess if the pot shouldn’t come with us, it’ll remain behind.”
Callum ran a finger across a glossy, green leaf. “I still don’t know what to call it.”
“Bean,” Brodie suggested.
“Not likely,” Callum said.
“Better hurry up,” Mallory said. “Or you’ll have to leave your precious behind.”
Ryan laughed. “That’s pretty much how he’s been treating it since I gave it to him yesterday. Even put it on his bedside cabinet when he went to bed last night.”
“Name it and let’s go,” Brodie said. “If you don’t hurry up and name it, I will. Those cockroaches look like they might be thinking about getting back on the bench.”
Mallory looked at the time in the corner of the screen. “Three minutes left.”
Callum rested his fingertips on one of the leaves. “Accept companion animal Precious.”
“Bean would have been better,” Brodie muttered.
Callum lowered his hand. “Do you think it’ll work since it technically isn’t an animal?”
“I don’t know.” Mallory looked at the gold words on the black screen that had replaced the bow, dagger, staff and sword inside a gold circle. As always, she couldn’t resist reading them aloud, a shiver of excitement racing through her as she did. “Do you wish to return to Inadon?”
“Of course we do,” Brodie said. “Stop messing around, Mal. Choose yes so we can go back.”
Mallory chose yes as the time changed to eight. Everything went black. Sounds, smells and sensations faded, slowly returning. They were in one of the bedrooms of Buckneth tavern, early morning light coming in the single window. Another shiver of excitement raced through her. She doubted she’d ever get bored with returning to Inadon. Even with this being their tenth day and the fourth time they’d returned, it still felt like a dream. An amazing dream.
Fang launched herself at Brodie with an excited bark and he scooped her up into his arms, laughing at her antics. “I missed you too, girl. We might be able to take you home with us one day.”
“Can you see it? Did it come with us?” Callum bent to pat Smudge who wrapped an arm around his calf, chattering up at him.
Danae sat up in bed, a shadowy figure in the limited light. “Did you bring a coffee plant with you?”
Mallory finally found her wand and used it to light the candle on the chest that was between the two beds. She grinned when she saw the potted seedling behind Callum.
“Hell yeah. We don’t have to worry about going through Hellfire for coffee.” Brodie put Fang on the floor. “Kick it out of the party so we can get ready and go after the hellions.”
Callum picked up the seedling, taking it away from both Fang and Smudge who were sniffing at it. He placed it on the chest near the flickering candle. As he spoke the words to remove the seedling from the party, someone knocked on the door.
Ryan opened it to find Welby and Roast. They were dressed for the day and Welby had his bow with him. “Are you going hunting already?”
“Soon,” Welby said. “After we have something to eat. Did you want to join us?”
At a noise from Callum, Mallory turned in time to see the seedling drag itself out of the soil of the clay pot. Fine, hair like roots parted to become legs. It jumped off the chest and ran towards the door. A face had formed below the leaves at the top of the plant that hung down like thick strands of hair. The outstretched branches had appendages similar to fingers beneath the single leaf each ended in.
“Don’t let him get away,” Callum called out.
Fang pounced on the seedling, yelping and drawing back.
Mallory managed to capture Precious, dropping him when he bit her. “He drew blood.” Checking her stats, she saw she was missing a health point.
Ryan tried to shut the door. He was too late. The seedling slipped out before he could. He dragged the door open, running after him, the two companion animals giving chase, Welby and Roast stumbling out of the way.
With a wistful look at the rest of her gear, Mallory followed the animals in their mad dash down the stairs. She waved Ahron’s concerns aside as she caught up with Precious. She joined Ryan and the animals, surrounding Precious so he couldn’t escape.
The seedling snarled, sharp teeth visible inside his wooden mouth. He shrank back against the door, swiping at Fang when her nose came near. The door swung open, sending the seedling tumbling across the floor.
“No!” Callum called out as he joined Mallory and Ryan, the rest of their party with him, along with Welby and Roast.
Precious picked himself up and raced through the open door, dashing between the wagoner’s feet.
“That can’t be good.” Ryan pushed past the wagoner, running after Precious, throwing an apology over his shoulder.
Mallory followed, glancing over her shoulder at the wagoner who looked confused. “Sorry.” Behind her, the rest of her party followed. Her attention remained on Precious who headed out of the village. She threw a fireball at him. It hit the ground beside him.
“Don’t kill him,” Callum called out.
“We can’t let him escape,” Ryan said. “We’d be responsible for whatever havoc he caused.”
“But I need him.” Callum caught up to Mallory.
“He’s going to escape.” She tried to run faster. It didn’t help. She was soon overtaken by her brother, only Danae behind her. The half-elf was gaining on her though.
“Take him out, Mallory,” Ryan ordered.
“No,” Callum protested.




Chapter Four


Mallory launched another fireball at Precious. This time it hit. It barely slowed him. Taking a deep breath, and making sure there was nothing else flammable, she attacked with flame. 
Precious instantly caught on fire, running around in circles, shrieking. Fang barked at him, staying back out of reach.
“We need water.” Callum came to a stop near the seedling. “Or something to smother the flames.” He started to remove his t-shirt.
Precious stopped shrieking, dropping on the ground to burn down to ashes.
Callum let go of the hem of his shirt, kneeling in front of the ashes, all that was left of Precious. “No.” The word was low and drawn out. “He’s dead.”
Ryan stopped beside his brother. “I think this is the moment where you’re meant to say ‘my precious’ over and over.”
Callum picked up the ashes. They trickled between his fingers, drifting to the ground. “He’s dead.”
Smudge leaned against Callum, making soft sounds and patting his arm.
Ryan rested his hand on Callum’s shoulder for a moment. “We can go after hellion encampments so you don’t run out of coffee. Then once we’re finished on Ruby Isle, and after we set up base somewhere on the mainland, we’ll go to Cape Barren.”
“No we won’t,” Brodie said. “It’ll be too dangerous. Are you trying to get us killed?”
Mallory glanced around the group, none of them ready for the day, other than Welby and Roast, and Danae was barefoot. There was no point arguing it out with Brodie when there were still so many other things to do. “We’ll figure out what to do later. We need to get dressed and gather our weapons.”
“Did you want to join us for the morning meal?” Welby asked.
Mallory shook her head. “Most of us have eaten.” She turned to Danae. “Unless you wanted to.”
“No, thank you,” Danae said. “I’ll have a couple of apples.” She glanced at Brodie, smiling. “I’m sure we’ll have more than enough to eat throughout the day. Even if it’s only jerky or some berries we pick along the way.”
Brodie’s expression brightened. “We should pick berries before we go.” He headed towards the tavern with Welby, Roast and Danae, talking about pies. Fang trotted at his side.
Mallory turned to Callum, who still sifted through the ashes, Ryan remaining beside him. “Callum? Are you okay?”
Callum rose to his feet, gathering up Smudge and holding him close. He rested his cheek against Smudge’s face for a moment. “I thought it had worked. When he came back with us, I really thought it had worked.
Ryan slung an arm around Callum’s shoulders. “You have coffee for now. We’re gaining XP all the time and able to take on stronger creatures. It’s simple. We level up and Hellfire will be a breeze. We’ve got this.”
Mallory walked on the other side of Callum as they headed to the tavern. “We should ask Danni if there are some foods you can only get in Hellfire. That might change Brodie’s mind about never going there.”
Callum laughed softly. “Okay. We’ll figure it out. It’s just bloody annoying this didn’t work. I was so sure it had.”
They reached the tavern bedroom to find Danae standing in front of the door. She gestured towards it. “Brodie is getting dressed. He’s going to collect berries while the rest of us get ready.”
Ryan turned to his brother. “You should go with him.” He grinned. “Keep him out of trouble.”
“What will you be doing?” Callum asked.
“Asking the wagoner where to collect our animals,” Ryan said.
“Do you need a hand with that?” Mallory asked.
Ryan stepped close. “No. But I’m still waiting for that kiss you didn’t give me because I wouldn’t tell you what the surprise was. You do know surprises don’t work that way.”
Mallory slipped her arms around his waist, looking up at him to see the humour in his eyes. “Maybe I was planning to surprise you with a kiss.”
Ryan chuckled, lowering his head. “I think I like your kind of surprise better.”
Her lips met his, her arms tightening around him. Eventually, she drew back, smiling up at him. Behind her, she heard Brodie come out of the room and tell Callum to hurry up when he said he was joining him. “I’m sure your surprise will improve. When it doesn’t come with cockroaches.” She briefly kissed him again. “Are you sure you don’t need help collecting the animals? If you don’t, I’ll stay here and pack the handful of things that are out.”
“I should be all good.” Ryan drew away from her when Callum came out of the room. He turned to Brodie. “Gather enough for two pies. We should be back well before dark. We can have one for afternoon tea and keep one for breakfast tomorrow.” He entered the room, closing the door.
“Two pies. Even better.” Brodie grabbed Callum’s arm, tugging him towards the stairs. “Come on.” He let go to hurry ahead, Fang walking alongside him.
Callum followed at a slower pace, once again carrying Smudge, smiling at the river otter who chatted softly to him.
Mallory watched them leave.
“Will Callum be fine?” Danae asked once they were out of sight.
Mallory nodded. “He’ll be quiet for a bit and think it over. Once he settles on another plan, he’ll be okay.”
“That’s good.” Danae turned towards the door when it opened. She glanced at Mallory. “Did you want to get dressed next?”
Ryan came out, buckling on his weapons and quiver, dressed in a black tunic and trousers, his hunting bow at his back, angled across the top of the backpack that was mostly empty. “I won’t be long.”
Mallory nodded, returning the kiss he gave her before he hurried down the stairs. She gestured towards the room as she faced Danae. “You can dress first.” While Mallory waited, she looked over her stats, her mouth dropping open when she realised she’d earned experience points for killing Precious. She wasn’t sure if she should mention that to Callum. It seemed kind of wrong, especially since Precious had once been a member of their party. Even if it had only been for a few minutes. That made her think of Ninette and she couldn’t help wondering how she was doing now she was a warrior. Had her father found out yet?
Danae stepped out of the room, bringing two apples with her, a bite out of one. “I’ll help you pack once you’re dressed.”
“Thanks.” It didn’t take her long to dress in her light brown shirt and black trousers, putting on her belt with the belt pouch, sheathed dagger and loop of canvas that she slipped the wand into. She picked up her satchel, slipping it over her head and one arm. Opening the door, she let Danae in and together they packed the handful of items that were out.
Danae gestured towards the waterskin of health tea. “Did you want some?”
Mallory shook her head. “I only lost a single point. That’s not so bad since we levelled up. Fang should probably have some since she only has six health.”
“I should buy more herbs for health tea next time we’re in a town or large village,” Danae said. “I’ve only got enough left for two more batches.” She opened her belt pouch, taking out a small potion vial and searching once more through the belt pouch before looking at the vial. “And more postponed cycle tincture since I don’t know how long we’ll be down south.”
“More what?” Mallory asked.
Danae slipped the vial back into her belt pouch. “A tincture to postpone your monthly cycle. I would have thought you’d be using it since you’re an adventurer.”
“How does it work? Can anyone have it? Are there negative side effects?”
“It stops your monthly cycle. Postpones it so you don’t have to worry about it. You have to take a dose every twenty-nine days for it to continue to work. There are no negative side effects. Women also use it for birth control,” Danae said.
“So I could have it?” Mallory asked. When Danae nodded, she continued, “When could I start taking it?”
Danae took the vial out of her belt pouch and held it out to her. “Now.”




Chapter Five


Mallory stared at the vial Danae held out. It would be a lot easier taking it than dealing with whatever medieval methods women had to cope with each month. She took the vial. “Do I need to have it with food or anything?” 
“No. Just make sure you keep track of the days you spend in your world because they count too. You’re better off having it early rather than late. Even up to ten days early.”
Mallory downed the contents, handing the empty vial back. “I should have asked how much it costs.”
Danae laughed softly. “It’s not so expensive your brother will complain about it. A silver piece a dose. Less if you return the vial for refilling.” Danae’s expression became serious. “Doesn’t your brother like me?”
“Of course he does.” Mallory grinned. “You’re going to have to make all the moves though. He doesn’t have the confidence for that. Not when it comes to girls. Anything else and he has heaps of confidence. When he talked about taking you out to dinner, that was his lame attempt at letting you know he’s interested.”
Danae grinned. “Thank you. I’d begun to think he wasn’t. When I figured out how much he liked food, I thought that was the only reason he seemed interested to start with.”
“He’s interested.” Mallory tried not to grin. It escaped anyway. “In you as well as your mother’s cooking.”
They were both
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